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Leopard’s Spots 


TIMOTHY 


Bailey Bradford 


Book three in the Leopard’s Spots Series 


Tim Trujillo is about to learn a whole lot more than a few 
facts about his heritage as a snow leopard shifter. 

All Dr Tim Trujillo had in mind when he took the position 
with the Snow Leopard Conservation Programme in 
Mongolia was to see if he could learn anything about his 
heritage. Snow leopard shifters sure weren’t native to 
Colorado, his home state, and though his family was 
learning more about shifters in general as various cousins 
found their mates, Tim wanted to know more about where 
his kind came from, and what made them the way they 
were. 

He hadn’t counted on destiny intervening in the form of one 
very fine snow leopard shifter. Otto Marquat is a native to 
the Land of the Blue Sky, as Mongolia was sometimes 
called. But there in a country so far from his own, Tim finds 
more than his heritage. He finds adventure, cruelty, 
friendship, pain—and love so strong and unbreakable it will 
turn his world inside out. 


Dedication 


Because you’re stronger than you think you are. 
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Chapter One 


Some people were vivacious, full of energy and fairly 
bouncing with it. They had an inner glow, the kind you 
could see in their eyes, in the mischievous curve of their 
smile. You just knew they’d be a lot of fun to hang out with, 
and usually, they were—but they could also get on your 
very last nerve and make you want to throttle them. 


Tim Trujillo was experiencing just such an urge 
towards his best friend Dane Calderon—Dr Dane Calderon, 
not that anyone would guess the man held a PhD in 
Zoology. In fact, with his short stature and youthful 
features, no one would think Dane had graduated from high 
school yet. He sure didn’t act like it. 


“I still can’t believe we’re really here!” Dane rose 
up onto his toes and put a hand to his forehead, shading his 
eyes as he looked around. “I have to say, I thought 
Mongolia was all, I dunno, like it was in Mulan.” Dane 
stopped and frowned at Tim. “Wait. Was the movie set in 
Mongolia, or were the invaders Mongolian?” 


Tim was not one of those effervescent people on the 
best of days. Added to that, he was utterly exhausted from 
flying halfway around the world then riding in the shittiest 
vehicle ever—although it was much better than walking or 


riding a horse, thank you very much. He was definitely not 
a chatty man. 


What he was, was a mix of man and feline, a snow 
leopard shifter who had to keep his dual nature hidden 
from most people. He apparently hadn’t got the playful 
kitty gene some of his shifter relatives had, either. Bubbly 
wasn’t a word that would ever be used to describe Tim 
Trujillo. 


Or perky, or particularly mild-mannered. If it’d been 
anyone besides Dane blathering on about a cartoon, Tim 
probably would have told them to get their head out of 
their ass and get a life. 


But it was Dane, and Tim never could stand to see the 
guy unhappy. Dane had perfected the hurt-puppy look and 
even Tim, grumpy as he could be, wasn’t immune to it. He 
didn’t like it knowing he was so easily manipulated though, 
so Tim just grunted and shrugged. 


Dane huffed and smacked his arm. “Right, I should 
have known. You probably never even saw the movie, did 
you?” 


Tim racked his brain until he found a tendril of a 
memory, a hint of the movie plot he’d seen or heard about 
somewhere or another. He’d probably overheard parts of 
the movie when one of his siblings watched it because Tim 
just wasn’t into stuff like that. “Why would I? It was a 
cartoon.” 


Dane scrunched his features into a_ horrified 
expression and clucked his tongue. “Oh, Tim, what a sad, 
sad childhood you must have had. I can just see you now, 
holed up in your bedroom, posters of Einstein and Jack 
Hanna all over the walls, hunched over at your desk with 
your nose in some thousand-page text book. Poor kid.” 


It irked him because Dane wasn’t too far off base. 
Tim glared at his friend, who remained unfazed about 
pissing Tim off. “No Einstein, he was creepy looking. Jack 
Hanna was kind of hot, though.” Honestly, Tim still thought 
the man was cuddly-cute. Not that he’d admit so even if his 
life depended on it. 


“And I liked it in my room. It was the only place I 
could escape my brother and sisters.” As the oldest of four 
kids, it'd seemed to Tim there was always a sibling wanting 
to follow him around. Usually he hadn’t minded, but it’d 
sucked when he had wanted to read or have any kind of 
alone time. 


Dane sighed wistfully and resumed looking around. “I 
wish I’d had a brother or a sister.” 


“I can lend you Isaiah or Renna or Stephanie any time 
you want to borrow them—when we’re back in the US,” 
Tim tacked on. No way would he want to hear his sibs 
whining about being in the middle of bumfuck nowhere for 
weeks. 


“Right. I might take you up on the sibling borrowing 
sometime.” Dane stretched up onto his tip toes again and 
gave a low whistle. “Mmm-mm, sex on a stick at three 
o’clock. Damn!” 


Despite his snarky mood, Tim wasn’t going to miss 
the opportunity for eye candy if he could help it. He 
seriously doubted he’d be getting any action in Mongolia, 
as there were no gay nightclubs, no cruising, no anything in 
the way of finding a potential hook up in the town they 
were in. Or anywhere he knew of, from what he’d read 
online. Mongolia was not a hotbed of sexual delights for 
anyone, as far as he could tell. 


Which was part of the reason Tim would try not to be 
as obvious as Dane, who was practically panting. Then he 
spotted the guy Dane had to be talking about, a tall, thickly 
muscled man with short black hair and golden skin. Dark 
sunglasses covered the man’s eyes, which only served to 
emphasise his full, dark pink lips and slightly crooked nose, 
but it worked well on his face with those blade-sharp 
cheekbones and the square chin. 


“God, I want him to fuck me,” Dane muttered. He 
made a whimpering sound, one Tim had heard before, back 
when he’d been the one to drive Dane to arousal. Back 
before they’d figured out they’d kill each other if they 
didn’t keep their relationship on the friends-only level. They 
simply squabbled too much to be happy together, and 
frankly, Tim hadn’t been particularly blown away by the 
sex. “Damn. I can’t tell if he’s gay or straight.” 


Tim kept his groaning to an internal level. Dane and 
his much-vaunted gaydar weren’t very accurate. One of 
these days, its inaccuracy was going to get Dane hurt. 
“Well, I’m not going to go up and ask him for you, so don’t 
even try to nag me into doing it. Last time I did,” the only 
time he’d done it since Tim learned fast, “I nearly got my 
head knocked off my neck. And the guy over there looks 
like he could drop me without breaking a sweat.” Tim 
would love it, too, if it didn’t hurt much. The big stranger 
looked like just the sort of man Tim wanted to feel pinning 
him down and fucking him senseless. 


But he wasn’t senseless, he was tired, hungry and 
anxious to get on with his work. Work was, after all, the 
reason he was here. Dane, too, which, it wouldn’t hurt to 
remind his drooling friend of. It was a huge coup to be 
accepted into the Snow Leopard Conservation Programme. 
The SLCP was the major driving force behind protecting 
endangered cats, and there were a lot of applicants who 
had been rejected for the programme. 


Tim elbowed Dane, earning him an evil glare. “Come 
on. I need a shower and so do you. And quit looking at the 
pretty man. The last thing either of us needs is to wind up 
beat to hell in some Mongolian alley or...or whatever they 
do to someone who pisses them off here.” 


“Spoilsport,” Dane muttered, but it was just for show 
and Tim knew it by the way his friend turned away from the 
object of his admiration. “Fine. If we get absolutely 


desperate enough, we can beat each other off or blow each 
other, whatever.” 


Tim stumbled over—he looked down—okay, he 
stumbled over air, apparently, but Dane was talking shit, 
pure and simple. “Why in the hell would we want to do 
something we already tried and decided didn’t work for us? 
You said yourself, the sex we had together wasn’t much of a 
big deal.” 


Dane looked at him like he was an idiot. “It wasn’t. It 
was good, but I want great. Fireworks and orgasms, the 
kind guaranteed to leave me unconscious. But I can’t suck 
my own dick, and friends lend each other a hand—” 


Tim waved off the rest of Dane’s sentence. “Don’t 
even try those skeezy lines with me. Take up yoga. I’m sure 
you can learn flexibility, and with a dick the size of yours, 
you shouldn’t have to bend too much to suck it.” Damned 
guy was hung like a bull. Tim had been glad Dane was 
strictly a bottom when they’d been together, or at least, 
that’s what he’d told himself. 


“You’re a jerk,” Dane groused, “but yeah, I do have a 
great dick.” 


Whereas I am just a dick. At least sometimes he was, 
like when he was worn out, stressed, and in a country Tim 
had hoped would maybe feel like home. It didn’t. He just 
felt like an outsider, something he was used to in a way, 
except for when he was around his family. Probably to be 


expected, considering what he was, and the necessity to 
keep it secret. 


Dane chattered on beside him while Tim cast 
occasional glances towards the stranger in what he hoped 
was an unobtrusive manner. He wondered what the man 
was doing, and if he was aware of Tim’s appreciative 
observation. 


“I wish we could have stayed in Ulaanbaatar City for 
a few days. It was like an oasis in a desert. I’m telling you, 
the hotel clerk there wanted me. He was undressing me 
with his eyes.” 


Tim tuned Dane out for the most part. He’d catch it if 
his friend said anything important, but Dane, for all his 
brilliant intellect, loved to babble and gossip like a star- 
struck teenager. Sometimes Tim wished they could have 
made their attempt at being partners work. Dane was his 
opposite in every way but intellect, when it came to 
personality and looks. 


Tim was tall and lanky, his hair long and a dirty 
blond. Usually it was a tangled mess despite how often he 
brushed it. Tim had considered doing something to it to 
make it look not so boring a colour, but he just didn’t have 
enough vanity to deal with it. 


His eyes were a dull shade of blue, in his opinion. 
They weren’t a vivid colour like his cousin Oscar’s. 
Sometimes Tim thought of himself as a washed-out version 


of Oscar. He’d always compared himself to Oscar, he 
supposed, since they were the only two in the family who 
didn’t have dark auburn hair and green or brown eyes. 


He’d been teased about his features, called a girl by 
more than one asswipe when he’d been in school, even a 
couple of times in college, although once he’d hit his 
Masters’ degree stupid things like that had ceased 
happening. Dane, despite being on the short side, was 
bulky with muscles, and had the chiselled jaw and 
masculine features Tim had always envied. 


Kind of like the sexy stud Dane had pointed out, 
actually, although the stud’s masculinity seemed to be so 
apparent Tim thought he could almost touch it. 


A shiver trailed down his spine, an imaginary, icy 
finger. Tim stopped, his instincts kicking in. Goose bumps 
prickled his skin. Dane kept chatting, although now he was 
Managing to converse in one of the Mongolian dialects, 
most likely Khalkha Mongol, or maybe he was speaking 
Turkic, Tim wasn’t sure. Languages weren’t his forte. He 
was damned lucky not to mangle English too badly. 


His lack of language skills didn’t matter, not when he 
looked across the dirt roadway into a pair of eyes so dark 
brown they appeared black. Maybe they were, because 
Tim, with his enhanced shifter abilities, couldn’t detect a 
hint of any lighter colour in the man’s irises, even though 
he’d removed his sunglasses. 


There it was, one of the very things that made Tim 
have to keep himself apart. His ability to see and hear and 
scent things that a regular human being couldn’t, were 
parts of himself he couldn’t share with anyone other than 
family. It made having a lover difficult, and Tim had spent 
more time alone than he’d have liked. 


Something about those dark eyes brought a heat to 
Tim’s groin, spreading down to his cock and balls, arousing 
him terribly. He didn’t understand it, considering there was 
nothing encouraging in the man’s expression. Indeed, Tall, 
Dark and Handsome sure appeared to be angry, very, very 
angry. His full lips were twisted into an almost painful 
looking sneer, and for some reason Tim wanted to laugh at 
him. Or lie down and roll onto his back. Neither were wise 
choices. 


Tim didn’t look away from TDH. He liked the acronym 
for the man, especially since TDH could stand for Total 
Dick Head as well as Tall Dark and Handsome, and 
considering the glare and the sneer, yeah, TDH worked in 
both respects. 


What the hell was he doing, standing there in some 
kind of testosterone-infused visual equation of a pissing 
match? He didn’t have time for stupidity like this. Tim 
turned away and realised Dane had shut up finally and was 
staring at him with a knowing look. 


“What?” Tim grumbled. He was not blushing. He was 
just hot, even if it was only about sixty degrees Fahrenheit. 


They’d been walking, and he wasn’t anywhere near being 
used to the altitude or atmosphere or travelling halfway 
across the world. 


“He’s coming this way,” Dane said, hissing the s’s and 
sprinkling Tim’s forearm with spit. “Whoops. Sorry about 
the spontaneous spit shower. But he’s coming, seriously.” 


Tim’s stomach dipped. He was surprised he didn’t 
hear it go splat on the ground. What was wrong with him? 
He grabbed Dane’s wrist. “Come on, I don’t think he 
appreciated us checking him out. We aren’t in a gay- 
friendly country, remember.” Tim sure did, and he didn’t 
dare to glance back, instead propelling Dane forward with 
a Shove. “Let’s get out of here!” 


Tim had never been the panicky sort, but for some 
reason, he felt as if he were being stalked. It was creepy, 
being the prey instead of the hunter. Tim didn’t care for it, 
yet his cock hardened and his heartbeat sped up. His pulse 
rushed through his veins and a weird euphoric sensation 
rolled over him. 


Jesus Christ, I must be hallucinating! Sleep, sleep and 
drink lots of water and I'll feel better. 


He hoped so, anyway. Distractions and carelessness 
were dangerous, and being worn out could certainly make 
each of those more likely. Tim weaved around several 
people grouped by a doorway. The sound of their voices 


was an unfamiliar mixture of tones and tempos, yet the 
language they spoke was oddly musical to Tim’s ears. 


But he was no less aware of the man he thought of as 
TDH behind them. Tim would bet every fine hair on his 
body was standing up and vibrating from the sensation of 
being watched. Tim tried to focus on hearing TDH, but 
there was too much noise with the group of people he’d just 
passed, and he wasn’t downwind, so there was no scenting 
his pursuer. 


“Why are we running away from Mr Gorgeous 
again?” Dane huffed. 


“Why is he chasing us?” Tim retorted. “Didn’t I just 
remind you about this not being the most gay-friendly 
place?” He lengthened his strides and wished Dane wasn’t 
with him. If he was alone, he’d confront TDH. Tim was, due 
to his shifter nature, quite a lot stronger than the average 
male, and if worst came to worst, he could let his beast 
loose, although shifting wasn’t a speedy thing for him. And 
it hurt, which certainly didn’t encourage him to do it more 
often. It was wholly possible he could be killed mid-shift, so 
he’d not do it unless he absolutely had no other choice. 


Tim scowled and darted a glance over his shoulder as 
they turned down a street leading away from their hotel. 


Dane started to dig his heels in. “Hey! We need to go 


“I know where we need to go,” Tim growled, jerking 
Dane’s arm and propelling him back into moving. “I don’t 
want TDH to figure out where we’re at.” 


Dane’s laughter had a slightly hysterical tinge to it 
and Tim glowered at his friend. “What?” 


Dane shook his head. “How many hotels do you think 
there are in this place? And TDH? Really? Tall dark and 
handsome—” 


“Or Total Dick Head,” Tim snarled. “Fuck!” 


“Exactly.” Dane didn’t slow down, though. “That guy, 
whoever he is, looks kind of like a native, or at least more 
like one than we ever will. I doubt he’s gonna have to guess 
where we are, or who we are, or who we're with. He 
probably just has to ask someone who’s seen us. Or he 
could watch us from God knows where.” 


Tim knew Dane was right. He and Dane stood out in 
their Western clothes as well as their different physical 
appearances. They weren’t the only people here not native 
to Mongolia, but they were the only ones he saw in the 
nearby area. If their stalker was from here, he probably 
had friends or knew shortcuts Tim and Dane would never 
find. 


Added to that, the organisation they were working 
with had established a base camp here almost a decade 
ago. It wasn’t an unknown entity in Dalanzadgad. The Snow 
Leopard Conservation Programme had been established 


here by Dr Marquat years ago, and was still running 
strong. 


Idiot. Dumb, narrow-sighted idiot! Tim scolded 
himself some more as they turned left. Why were they even 
bothering? Dane was right. If Tim hadn’t been so beat, 
maybe he’d have realised the same things Dane had. 


Right, Tim thought scathingly. He never had been any 
kind of brilliant, and yes, he had his PhD, but it was due 
more to very hard work and determination than his IQ. Tim 
wasn’t stupid, though. He wasn’t. He just tended to be very 
focused, and wasn’t blessed with a lot of common sense. 
Book smart, he’d heard it called, but Tim didn’t even think 
of himself in such a manner. It’d damn near killed him 
getting his degrees. 


Tim was pulled out of his selfchastisement when 
Dane nearly yanked his arm out of its socket. “Stop!” 


Like he had a choice, short of dragging Dane off? Tim 
span around and tried not to appear as freaked out as he 
was beginning to realise he felt. He didn’t see TDH 
anywhere. 


“Yeah, I was trying to tell you, but you were in the 
flee-zone,” Dane huffed. “He quit following us.” 


“Maybe he just got a kick out of fucking with us.” Tim 
didn’t see TDH but he felt him still, like a prick of fine 
needles over his skin. He looked until his eyes ached, 


straining to see a hint of the stranger. He didn’t catch even 
a glimpse of the man. 


“What if he’s waiting at our hotel to kill us or 
something?” Dane whispered, his voice laced with mock- 
fear. “Ohhhh, maybe he is going to nab us and make us his 


yy 
! 


sex-slaves 


“Shut up, Dane.” Tim fought against a grin at his 
friend’s ridiculous imaginings. “Besides, I doubt being 
abducted would ever be fun. That’s one of those fantasies 
best left as—” 


“No no no no,” Dane interrupted, wagging a finger at 
Tim. “Don’t drag reality into it! Nothing bad can happen to 
us in my fantasy! It’s all consensual, and everyone comes 
until we pass out.” 


Tim snorted, despite his best efforts not to. Dane 
didn’t need the encouragement he’d get if he knew how 
entertaining Tim found him. “Right. Well. Let’s head back 
to our room and see if we have to fend off any stalker—I 
mean, valiant hero.” Tim thought he did pretty good 
spinning his own little piece of the tale, but Dane’s burst of 
laughter told him otherwise. 


Well, what did he expect? He’d never been the most 
imaginative of people, either. He didn’t have the talent for 
making beautiful things from his imagination like his cousin 
Levi did. No, what Tim did was plod along resolutely, 
always keeping his eye on the task at hand. Bland hair, 


bland eyes, bland body. Of course he had the personality to 
match. 


No wonder he didn’t have a boyfriend. He was about 
as exciting as a bowl of oatmeal. Not the sugared kind 
either, but just the plain, mushy, beige stuff, all unflavoured 
and tasteless. 


And whose fault is my uneventful plodding through 
life so far? Is it fate, destiny, the hand of some god—or is it 
my own fault? What do I believe? It was a startlingly 
spiritual question for Tim to ask himself. He was floored by 
it, actually, although he was careful not to slow down or 
give any hint of his deep thoughts to Dane. It wouldn’t do 
to hand his best bud any ammunition to tease him with. 


Tim couldn’t let the question go, however, and he 
pondered it the entire walk back to their hotel even as he 
kept an eye out for TDH. Tim told himself he was relieved 
not to see the man again, but the hot ball of disappointment 
in his gut called him a liar. He’d just ignore that reaction. It 
was a Silly one to have, considering how he’d felt out there 
earlier—stalked, hunted, vulnerable. Like prey. 


So why did it make him so horny he couldn’t draw a 
deep breath? 


Chapter Two 


Two days later, Tim hadn’t caught sight of TDH again. 
He was relieved, really, he was. His heart went a little 
spastic on him every time he saw a tall dark haired man 
with sunglasses perched on top of his head. Surely the 
reaction was only because he was so glad when he 
ascertained the tall guy wasn’t TDH. 


His dick just got hard from the adrenaline rush, there 
was no other explanation for it. Or maybe there was. It 
could be one of the many unfamiliar scents in the air, as 
sensitive as he was to such things. There were a lot of 
smells Tim couldn’t identify here in the country of ‘Blue 
Sky’, as he’d heard Mongolia called. And that was a 
Surprise, in a way. Had he not done some research on 
Mongolia, he’d have thought it was one big snowy, 
miserably cold place. It wasn’t, though, at least not this 
time of year. Granted, it didn’t get anywhere near hot 
where they were, but he could wear T-shirts. Shorts, too, if 
he wasn’t sitting around slacking off. 


As if. Dr Margquat had kept Tim and Dane running. 
The man was brilliant, absolutely, and for an old-ish guy, he 
didn’t seem to require much sleep. Tim was still exhausted, 
jet lag apparently determined to kill him, or at least wear 


him down to a nub. Dane was as effervescent as always, the 
asshole. 


“Dr Trujillo, if I can have your attention please?” 


Tim jerked his head up, feeling like a fool and half 
fearing he was about to get lectured, but Dr Marquat 
merely raised his eyebrows up until they were nearly 
touching his hairline. “It can be difficult to adjust to such a 
drastic change, Dr Trujillo. I wouldn’t snap at you over your 
body’s failure to perform a super human feat. I wanted to 
curl up and sleep for a week when I first arrived to 
Mongolia, but...” Dr Marquat cleared his throat, hesitated 
for a few moments then seemed to work past whatever 
made him pause. “Well, I met my incredible wife, Lona, 
right near this very city. I was definitely invigorated.” 


Tim began praying that Dr Marquat wasn’t going to 
get into details or go off on a tangent. Dane shifted in his 
seat and shot Tim a ‘Don’t let him start!’ look of 
desperation. Dane was raring to get out in the field, as it 
were, and out of the small office they were currently in. 


“Don’t panic, Dr Calderon, I don’t plan on sharing the 
intimate details of my sex life with you.” 


Dane choked on gods knew what, likely his own 
shock, while Tim tried not to burst out snickering. 


Dr Marquat looked quite pleased with himself as he 
leant back in his chair. The springs squeaked when he 
propped his feet on his desk. “Look, Drs, I hope we can all 


get on well, otherwise it will be a long twelve weeks. I’ve 
never been one to stand on a self-made pedestal and scowl 
down at the underlings. In fact, I’m actually terrified of 
heights, which is why I spend more time on the study here 
than in the Himalayas.” 


Tim perked up on hearing the mountains mentioned. 
He’d hoped to study the snow leopards there, but the only 
openings had been in this part of Mongolia, and turning 
down an opportunity to work with Dr Marquat would have 
been insane. 


It surely wouldn’t have got him to the area his shape 
shifting grandmother was from. She’d only been a young 
child when the rest of her shifter clan was killed. Too young 
to really know anything about what she was. Grandma 
Marybeth could only recall bits and pieces of their heritage, 
and Tim wanted to know more. All of his family did, which 
had been the driving force behind Tim’s goals up until now. 


Dr Marquat pushed his slender silver-framed glasses 
up his bulbous nose. His hair reminded Tim of the Albert 
Einstein posters he’d seen, wild and grey and white. If 
Dane hadn’t been babbling about Einstein posters the other 
day, maybe Tim wouldn’t have made the association. Now 
that he had, it was difficult to look at Dr Marquat 
sometimes and not snicker like an awkward kid. Or think of 
Jack Hanna, which was just wrong. 


“Being here has allowed me to work with not only the 
people of Dalanzadgad, educating them about the dangers 


of poaching and decimating the snow leopard population.” 
Dr Marquat sighed and twisted his wedding ring around 
and around on his finger. “It’s also changed my life in ways 
you wouldn’t believe, but that’s dithering into personal 
territory. While I promise I wouldn’t have mentioned 
anything inappropriate, I wouldn’t want to risk terrifying 
Dr Calderon.” 


Dane coughed and actually blushed, something Tim 
rarely saw him do. 


“Hopefully, we will get past the point of this 
awkwardness and you will both feel comfortable calling me 
Steve rather than Dr Marquat.” 


A light went off in Tim’s head then, just as it did in 
Dane’s if his friend’s sharp inhale was any clue. “We’re 
good with using first names,” Tim said, a side-glance to 
Dane confirming his friend’s agreement. “To be honest, it 
still seems weird to hear ‘Dr’ in front of my name.” And 
he’d really rather they be colleagues, although Tim knew 
they had much to learn from Dr Marq—Steve. 


“Yeah, I’m having a hard time trying to stay in 
professional, doctorly form all the time,” Dane added. Tim 
knew he wasn’t completely joking. They’d both been trying 
their best to appear professional, mature, serious. It was 
not always easy to pull off, especially for a jokester like 
Dane. “I was afraid I would slip up and crack a joke and 
end up on a flight back to the US.” 


Steve huffed out a chuckle and it shook his slight 
belly as he stood up. “No, no. I like to laugh as much as the 
next person does, but, there is a time and place.” Steve 
stopped fidgeting with a stack of papers on his desk and 
gave Dane a narrow look that had Dane shrinking down in 
his seat a little. “Will you have a problem being 
professional when you must be?” 


Dane sat up straighter and scowled, first at Steve 
then at Tim. He hooked his thumb at Tim. “How come I’m 
the one getting asked and not Tim?” 


“I'd say because Steve is a good judge of character,” 
Tim said. 


Dane’s scowl deepened but his lips twitched. “I know 
when to behave. Most of the time.” He turned to Steve. 
“But I will do my best to curtail my propensity for joking in 
inappropriate situations. I do tend to be rather goofy when 
I’m extremely stressed or on the verge of a total 
meltdown.” 


Dane hadn’t been joking. Tim was surprised at Dane’s 
self-awareness. As intelligent as Dane was on some 
matters, he could appear vapid and shallow at other times. 
Even Tim forgot too often that such behaviour was Dane’s 
way of protecting himself. If people thought Dane was a 
ditz, they didn’t expect much of him, and they didn’t get 
close. Why he’d let Tim in was a mystery to him. 


“Good enough.” Steve stood and held out his hand. 
Tim did the same, shaking on, he supposed, their 
agreement not to stand on formality or ego. “Now, if you 
two would categorise the scat samples and package them 
for shipment to the Museum of Natural History, we can get 
that out of the way. Then tomorrow we can go out and 
check the cameras set up in the Vengi mountain pass. 
There are two cubs we’ve been hoping to catch and collar 
once they are mature enough. Id like to make sure they 
haven't left the area with their mother.” 


Studying faeces wasn’t Tim’s favourite thing to do, 
but it wasn’t as awful as most people would think. Well, 
probably not people interested in animals, and in 
conservation. There really wasn’t a lot of information on 
snow leopards. They were an elusive cat, so even studying 
their poop could be almost fascinating. 


Tim and Dane bantered back and forth over what 
they thought had been ingested according to each bag of 
scat. They took notes, copying information already 
gathered on the date and time as well as location of each 
find, and also added their own opinions to the notebooks 
they were keeping. Then they wrapped the samples up and 
found the labels. 


By late afternoon, they had their task completed and 
the scat ready to be shipped to the International Felid 
Genetics Tracking Programme, an excellent programme 
ran through the museum. The sound of a throat being 
cleared startled Tim enough that he nearly yelped. He’d 


been so lost in his work, even his fine shifter senses hadn’t 
alerted him to someone approaching, much less to Steve 
standing in the doorway, grinning like he knew just how 
rattled Tim was right then. 


“I thought I’d see if you two would like to come to my 
place for dinner tonight.” He pushed up from the 
doorframe he was leaning on. “I know the invitation is short 
notice, but I only just heard back from Lona. I learned early 
on in our marriage not to show up at home with guests 
without warning my dear wife.” He nodded at them. “I’m 
sure you two will learn the same interesting lessons when 
you find the person you want to spend your life with.” 


Did Steve know they were gay? Hopefully he didn’t 
think they were together if he did. Either way, Steve didn’t 
seem to mind, so Tim wasn’t going to worry about it. 


“So, are you two up to spending a few more hours 
with me? I think it’ll just be Lona and I. Otto and Vendelia 
probably have plans for the evening. They’re our children,” 
Steve clarified before Tim could ask. “Adult children, but 
our children none-the-less. But anyway, I can promise you a 
good, hearty American dinner.” 


“Sure,” Dane answered. “We’d love a home cooked 
meal. So far our dining experiences have been 
adventurous.” 


Tim snorted before he could stop himself. “Yeah, I’m 
good with expanding my palate, but I’m already missing my 


mom’s cooking.” And McDonald’s, and Burger King, and I’d 
kill for some decent Mexican food. Tim rubbed his stomach, 
only now aware it was rumbling. 


“Almost reminds me of one of the leopards,” Steve 
teased, or at least, Tim thought he was teasing. He really 
didn’t know the man well enough yet to be sure. “Do you 
want to ride with me? I don’t mind driving you both back to 
the hotel afterwards.” 


“If you’re sure you don’t mind?” Tim wasn’t in a big 
hurry to get in another cab after their experience this 
morning. 


“Not at all.” Steve gave them a two fingered wave. 
“Just meet me out front when you’re ready.” 


“Whew!” Dane muttered, swiping at his brow 
dramatically. “I was so afraid we were going to have to ride 
with Baraat again! The guy was cute and all, but he didn’t 
keep his head turned the right direction most of the time!” 


“No shit,” Tim agreed. Their cab driver had seemed 
more intent on grilling them and practicing his English 
than he was with getting them to their destination in one 
piece. 


One thing he would say, despite their freaky 
experience with TDH the other day, the Mongolian people 
were very friendly. It wasn’t unusual for him to be 
approached by an enthusiastic native wanting to try out 
their English language skills or just say hello. 


“Tm sure looking forward to dinner now,” Tim said as 
he began clearing up their papers and preparing to leave. 
“I can’t believe how much I miss fast food. Junk food. Gods, 
a chicken fried steak with mashed potatoes and gravy, a 
buttery dinner roll, fried okra and mac and cheese—” 


“Augh!” Dane groaned and slapped Tim’s arm. “Stop! 
I’m so hungry my stomach is gnawing on my back bone!” 


Tim laughed at the familiar saying and ran a finger 
down Dane’s spine. “Looks like it’s still intact to me. Come 
on and help me finish up so we can go.” 


“You just wanted to grope me,” Dane teased, batting 
his lashes at Tim. “I keep Googling for info on gay clubs or 
gay anything here and am coming up with nothing, buddy. 
We might just get desperate enough to lend each other a 
hand after all.” He waggled his eyebrows. 


“T don’t think so.” Being horny wasn’t worth possibly 
ruining their friendship, and obviously they weren’t fit to 
have any other kind of relationship with each other. “TIl see 
if we can’t get you a Fleshlight or something. Maybe we 
can have it smuggled over.” Or maybe Dane could just 
accept that he’d have to settle for his hand for the next few 
months. Who knew what the shipping laws were on sex 
toys? 


Dane grumbled but didn’t argue, and in minutes they 
were following Steve to his battered vehicle. 


“It looks like hell, I know,” Steve said as he unlocked 
the passenger door, “but under the hood, this baby is 
pristine. She can take us wherever we need to go.” 


“What is it with vehicles having to be female?” Dane 
whispered as he moved to Tim’s side. “I’m going to name 
my truck Butch or Dick or Cock.” 


“Shh!” Tim hissed. “You don’t even have a truck!” 


“But I will have one when we get back,” Dane 
assured him. “The biggest, jacked-up, butchest truck I can 
afford.” 


Tim waited until Dane slid to the middle of the bench 
seat, then he smirked at his buddy. “So, tell me more about 
this Tonka truck you’ll be getting.” 


“Dick.” 


“You two remind me of my kids,” Steve told them 
when he shut his door. “Bickering and teasing, but Heaven 
help anyone else who messes with either of you.” 


Dane hummed and tapped his chin, glaring at Tim a 
second or two before nodding. “Sounds about right. I guess 
that explains why dating each other didn’t work out so well. 
It was just wrong on too many levels.” Dane winked and 
Tim cast a subtle look at Steve, who didn’t seem fazed by 
the knowledge of Dane and Tim’s prior relationship. “But 
it’s sure fun to poke at Tim about it and watch him get his 
back all up when I suggest a little mutual fun.” 


“Dane!” Tim barked out, tempted to slap his hand 
over Dane’s mouth. He’d done it one time before, when 
Dane had started telling a friend about their sex life. Dane 
had damn near bit a chunk out of Tim’s hand. But it’d be 
worth it, in this case. 


Steve chuckled and backed the vehicle up. “Yeah, 
well not exactly like my kids then, but the teasing, certainly. 
Vendelia and Dane could be twins, at least personality-wise. 
Otto is more serious. My boy needs to learn to laugh and 
smile, but he does have a lot of responsibility.” 


It was on the tip of Tim’s tongue to ask what Otto did 
that sounded so important, but something held him back. 
Maybe it was the weird sense of foreboding clamouring in 
his head, or the sudden whiff of something that sent a 
shiver down his spine. He sniffed again, as quietly as he 
could, and every nerve in his body went on alert. 


Tim smelt man, and leopard. Snow leopard to be 
exact. He opened his mouth to ask about the intriguing 
scent but caught himself before he could utter something 
so stupid. For all he knew, if there had been a snow leopard 
shifter in the truck, Steve didn’t know about it. It was 
dangerously stupid to assume otherwise. 


Tim closed his eyes while Dane and Steve chatted, 
and he let the aroma of another shifter fill his lungs. It 
wasn’t Steve—Tim would have picked up on him being a 
shifter right off the bat, and it obviously wasn’t Dane, and 
Tim sure wasn’t smelling himself. 


No, this was a combination of masculine odours and 
feline so potent it made Tim’s dick twitch. He squirmed 
slightly until he managed to cross his legs. 


“Looks like someone has to pee,” Dane said, poking 
him in the ribs. 


Tim’s eyes shot open and his cheeks burned. “Did you 
leave every bit of your manners at the hotel?” 


“Didn’t pack ‘em,” Dane teased, but Tim thought he 
saw a hint of hurt in his friend’s brown eyes. 


“I’m sorry.” Tim sighed internally, his conscience 
giving a great big, gusty one laden with guilt. “I’m still 
tired and off-kilter, I guess. And yeah, my bladder is tapping 
my kidneys and it’s not comfortable.” 


Steve laughed but Dane gave a short nod, his signal 
of acceptance for Tim’s apology. “Well, you’ve never been a 
barrel of laughs anyways, Tim, but maybe we can get you 
to lighten up yet.” 


Maybe he could learn a few witty comebacks, too, but 
he doubted it. Tim closed his eyes again and kept quiet for 
the rest of the drive, a monumental task when he wanted to 
pepper Steve with questions and find out who the snow 
leopard shifter was. 


Did Steve know? Tim didn’t have a clue. He wondered 
if the shifters were spying on people in the programme, or 
if there was something more, possibly even something 


darker going on in the programme itself. He wouldn’t be 
leaving until he had answers. 


Chapter Three 


Gansukh lunged, a determined glint in his eyes as he 
grunted. Otto wasn’t going to be taken out so easily. He 
shoved Gansukh’s hands aside and gripped the bigger man 
by the shoulders. The realisation of his mistake showed in 
Gansukh’s eyes in the split-second before Otto took him 
down and pinned him, winning their final round. Wrestling 
was a popular sport in Dalanzadgad, and one Otto usually 
enjoyed. He had to temper his strength, which only made it 
all the more challenging. He’d been pinned more than one 
time, and accepted losing when it happened as gracefully 
as he accepted winning. 


Otto held his hand out and helped Gansukh up. “Good 
match,” he told his opponent. 


Gansukh nodded and wiped at his knees. “Stronger 
than you look.” 


If you only knew. Otto tipped his chin at Gansukh. 
“Your English is getting better than your wrestling.” 


“Yah right.” Gansukh slapped him on the back. “I let 
you win so you keep teaching me.” 


Otto was busy trying not to hack out a lung. Gansukh 
was bigger than him and had muscles piled on muscles, and 


a playful pat on the back from him could send someone’s 
ribs shooting out through their chest. It sure felt like Otto’s 
ribs had been dislodged. 


Gansukh smirked at him as Otto tried to cover his 
gasp, failing in his attempt to turn it into a yawn. “You’re a 
sore loser either way,” he pointed out, and Gansukh only 
laughed his usual low rumble. Otto felt marginally better 
knowing he had his own hidden strength. 


Even so, he wasn’t a little guy by any means, taller 
than average and carrying his own fair share of muscle. 
Being different as a kid—looking different with his 
Mongolian-Irish-American heritage—had led to him being 
picked on by some of the more obnoxious kids. Sitting back 
and taking it had never been an option for him. Otto just 
wasn’t built to do anything other than defend himself and 
those he cared for. 


“Am not.” Gansukh rolled his eyes up at the blue sky. 
“Tam not. I am just very strong.” 


“Can’t dispute that.” Otto nudged his friend in the 
ribs and Gansukh, big tough guy he was, squealed and 
danced away, looking for all of the world like a ginormous 
ballet dancer, without the gracefulness. Otto chuckled at 
the comparison as they made their way to the locker room 
of the small gym. “If I wanted to win easily, I’d just tickle 
you. You’d be screaming for mercy in no time at all.” 


Gansukh switched from English to Khalkha as he 
protested his ticklishness, but Otto only had to poke him in 
the ribs to drive home his point. 


“See? Good thing I’m an honourable man.” 


“Yah, honourable, like me.” Gansukh popped him on 
the ass with a towel he’d grabbed from somewhere, Otto 
hadn’t been paying attention. If he had been, he’d have 
dodged the stinging snap. 


“Hey!” Otto glared as he rubbed his butt. It was 
tempting to take Gansukh down and tickle him until he 
cried uncle, but he had other plans. Naran, one of the few 
people Otto trusted besides his family, had informed him of 
a potential poacher who’d professed to have snow leopard 
parts. 


Just thinking about it made Otto sick and furious. He 
didn’t know what parts the man might have, but any was 
unacceptable. And if it hadn’t been strictly a snow leopard 
that had been killed? 


Otto would deal with it—and the poacher, should 
Naran’s information be correct—when he found the man. 
He was a foreigner, according to what Naran had been told, 
and it made things difficult. Laws were different in 
Mongolia than in other countries, and he’d have to 
remember he couldn’t just mete out justice as he saw fit. 


“You want to come over, watch some movies or 
something?” 


Otto peered over his shoulder at Gansukh. Surely he 
didn’t mean... But one look and he knew, yes, Gansukh was 
indeed enquiring as to whether or not Otto wanted to fuck 
him again. There wasn’t anything other than a desire to get 
off in Gansukh’s expression, but Otto still didn’t think it 
was a good idea. He’d been clear the sex was a one-time 
only thing when he’d given in before, and besides, he 
hadn’t been able to get a certain gorgeous stranger out of 
his mind for days now. Otto was almost to the point of 
trying to hunt the blond haired man down, if he could just 
figure out how. One thing was certain, it would be shitty to 
use Gansukh as a substitute for the man Otto really 
desired. 


Gansukh must have seen the answer in his eyes 
because the big man smiled. “I had to ask. It is hard to find 
someone like us here.” 


“It is indeed.” Otto stripped quickly and stepped into 
a shower stall. He was aware of Gansukh taking the stall 
next to him, but didn’t feel like he was being watched. His 
concern about Gansukh possibly developing unwanted 
emotions for him ebbed some, and Otto waited until they 
finished showering and were dressed before making the 
offer he’d mulled over. 


“If you can get your passport—if you don’t have one— 
and can pay for half your ticket, you’re welcome to come to 
the States with me in a few months.” He nudged Gansukh 
in the ribs just to watch him jump. “I can take you to some 


places there, some clubs especially, where you will have 
men fighting over you.” 


Gansukh’s breath shortened and he nearly snapped 
his head off nodding eagerly. “Yah, I would like to go with 
you. But maybe I will not come back from the United 
States.” He grinned and Otto remembered why he had 
given in and let Gansukh talk him into having sex. The man 
was devastating when he smiled so openly, so easily. Otto 
wished he could feel something more for Gansukh but he 
didn’t. At thirty, he was beginning to think he simply wasn’t 
capable of loving someone like his parents loved each 
other. 


And on that depressing thought, I’d better get going. 
Yet he didn’t rush off. Seeing Gansukh so happy made Otto 
feel a tiny bit of that joy, too. “We’ll be going to New York 
for two weeks at least, but if you can take a month off, 
maybe we can visit San Francisco as well.” 


Gansukh’s eyes lit up. “San Francisco,” he said 
reverently. “And the Castro District, too, yes? I have read 
about both. New York was where the Stonewall Riots 
occurred?” 


“Yes, it was. I can show you where it all started. The 
first time I went there, I was covered in goose bumps 
thinking about what had occurred there in 1969.” Over 
forty years later, and equality still hadn’t been attained, but 
Otto had no doubt it would be, at least in the United States. 
Eventually. As for Mongolia, only time would tell. 


Gansukh grabbed him for a quick hug. “Thank you. 
You are a good friend.” 


“I’m also a friend who’d like to breathe,” Otto rasped. 
Gansukh let him go, holding Otto’s shoulder as he did so. 
“Thanks.” Otto patted Gansukh’s hand. “I’ll see you 
Tuesday for practice.” 


Outside, the evening was chilly but not cold. Come 
winter it’d be ball-freezingly cold. Otto took off on foot as 
he preferred to do when possible. Naran had said she’d 
meet him around the back of her father Ahndamagh’s store 
and he had less than ten minutes to make it on time, which 
wouldn’t be a problem. He could walk there and back twice 
in that time. 


Otto turned the corner and quickly walked the length 
of the building where he was to meet with Naran. Vukpuo, 
Ahndamagh’s store, was sort of a sell-all place, with 
everything from dry goods to tourist items like fake 
dinosaur bones and miniature figurines of Genghis Khan. 


Occasionally, someone would approach him about 
selling items on the black market, such as snow leopard 
bones or pelts, skulls or teeth, even on one occasion, a cub. 
Naran’s father always told her, knowing she had a friend 
who investigated such things. Otto was grateful for Naran’s 
help as well as Ahndamagh’s. 


Tonight she was already waiting when he arrived. 
Otto smelt her first, the familiar perfume Naran wore heavy 


on the breeze. The citrus scent always made his nose burn, 
so he tried to breathe through his mouth. As usual, it didn’t 
help much and his eyes began to water. Maybe he should 
buy her a different perfume, something without the thick 
odour of lemon in it. 


“Otto.” Naran gestured him over, a worried 
expression pinching her features. Unlike Gansukh, Naran 
had no interest in learning English. She kept to her native 
tongue instead. 


“Naran.” Otto didn’t say anything else as she told him 
what she’d heard about the man claiming to have snow 
leopard bones and pelts. She hadn’t seen him, neither had 
her father. Instead of coming into the shop himself, he’d 
sent around a local boy, Ochir, to enquire about the 
possibility of doing business with Naran’s father. 


“The boy, Ochir, said the man was very pale, he 
thought, but it was hard to see him because he made Ochir 
keep his eyes down. When Ochir looked up the one time, 
the man hit him. Ochir had a dark bruise, my father said.” 
Naran scowled and fisted one of her hands against her 
chest. “If I find him, the man who hit Ochir, I will cut off his 
balls and make him eat them.” 


Otto couldn’t help but wince, but he didn’t blame 
Naran. Anyone who would treat a child in such a way didn’t 
deserve to retain his manhood, or parts of it. And he knew 
Naran could be a vicious fighter. Otto wasn’t dumb enough 
to believe a small stature meant victim, by any means. 


“The boy, Ochir, what does he look like?” 


He listened as Naran described a boy much like many 
others Otto saw every day, except for a scar running from 
the outside of his left eyelid to his temple. Naran was 
obviously very fond of Ochir, although Otto didn’t ask why 
or how she knew him. Naran would tell him what she 
wanted him to know and his prying wouldn’t be welcomed 
at all. 


“Any idea where this pale man might be?” Otto asked 
once Naran gave him a chance to speak. 


Naran thought about it, humming off-key for several 
seconds. “I think maybe he’s not staying in the 
Dalanzadgad Hotel. Ochir wouldn’t have been anywhere 
near a fancy place like that, and while Dalanzadgad Hotel is 
nothing special to us, it’s a huge place full of rich people to 
Ochir. Perhaps somewhere past the apartments and houses 
to the tent areas? I don’t know. I plan to look for Ochir once 
we Close the shop tonight.” 


A fissure of unease slithered through Otto. He 
touched Naran’s shoulder, a brief contact before pulling his 
hand back. “Why don’t we go together? If the man who 
struck him is there, I don’t want you maiming him before I 
can question him.” 


Naran nodded. “Fine. I have to finish stocking the 
shelves then I can go. Come inside, you can wait in papa’s 
office.” 


Otto followed Naran inside. “Is your father here?” 


“No. He left right before you got here. Go on and sit. 
Oh!” Naran stopped and spun around, a frown marring her 
brow. “Ochir said the man mentioned something about the 
snow leopards being special, not typical snow leopards. I 
don’t know if he was lying or what. We all grew up hearing 
tales of the mountain ghosts. Maybe those stories weren’t 
just legends.” Naran didn’t ask, she stated it, and pinned 
Otto with a look he’d have sworn penetrated into his soul. 


Did she know, as he did, those mountain ghost tales 
were actually based on snow leopard shifters? Otto thought 
there must surely be some people who knew about the 
shifters, but maybe not. He’d yet to hear anyone outright 
say they believed in them. 


“Who knows,” he settled for saying. Then he went 
into the office and sat down. 


He knew, but it wasn’t his secret to tell. 


Chapter Four 


“Why are you acting so weird?” Dane asked once he 
pulled Tim into the hallway. “You remind me of... What’s 
the old saying? A nervous cat in a room full of set 
mousetraps! Terrified your tail’s going to get snapped off!” 


Tim thought Dane had butchered the saying but was 
indeed too freaked out to say so. 


“Is everything okay?” Lona asked, coming into the 
hallway. She peered at Tim and he cringed. Even without 
knowing the woman, he could tell Lona was getting a kick 
out of his struggle to hold his shit together. 


“Yes,” Tim gritted out, trying not to glare at his 
hostess. 


Lona was a snow leopard shifter. Tim knew it as soon 
as she opened the front door to greet them, the familiar 
scent of human and snow leopard assaulting his senses, 
just as they had in the vehicle on the drive over. Now he 
knew why he’d smelt it, although he thought there was a 
more masculine scent to it. And she knew he was one, too, 
and now, since she’d looked at Steve and said, “He is,” Tim 
knew Steve knew, too! 


He couldn’t say a word about it, though, because 
Dane was here, and Dane didn’t know anything about 
shifters. Tim loved the guy, trusted him, but with his own 
life only. This secret involved everyone in Tim’s family. He 
couldn’t confide in Dane. Why Lona seemed to find that 
humorous was beyond him. 


“I was just checking.” Lona gestured towards them. 
“Usually our guests don’t huddle in the hallway.” 


Dane, gods bless him, edged in front of Tim. “He’s 
exhausted, and worried about his ginormous family. Tim’s 
never been so far away from his siblings or his parents, and 
frankly, you keep eyeing him. It’s weird.” 


Lona giggled, cupping a hand over her mouth until 
she stopped. “Oh my, Dane. Do you think I’ve got designs 
on your friend here? He must be around the same age as 
my son.” 


Her son! Tim could have slapped himself. Of course! 
Steve had a son, which explained the masculine shifter 
scent in Steve’s vehicle. Steve had said they had kids, 
Oscar—oh fuck, not Oscar. One Oscar is enough. What was 
the son’s name? 


“Otto,” Lona said, as if she could read Tim’s thoughts. 
Maybe she could, or maybe he just didn’t need to be so 
obvious. “And our daughter, Vendelia. Don’t tell me Steve 
hasn’t mentioned them yet?” Lona clucked her tongue. 
“Well, your fears are unfounded, Dane. I suspect even if 


they weren’t, and if I were several decades younger, 
neither you nor Tim would be interested in me.” 


Dane didn’t seem appeased. Tim could feel the 
tension rolling off him even if he hadn’t seen the way Dane 
stiffened and pulled his shoulders back. “Okay, so you’re 
ogling Tim because you enjoy watching him sweat?” 


Steve appeared beside his wife. “What’s wrong?” 


“Tm trying to figure out if your wife is deliberately 
freaking Tim out,” Dane snapped. Obviously he had taken 
Steve at his word and wasn’t concerned with who was the 
more experienced doctor or who was the boss. “Poor Tim’s 
been a nervous wreck since the moment we got here, and 
your wife’s been watching him like a cat eyeing a mouse!” 


Tim’s choked exhale was muffled by Lona’s tinkling 
laughter. Steve sighed and draped an arm over his wife’s 
shoulders. “I’m sure Lona’s concerned about Tim. Our son 
Otto is a year or two older than Tim, and my wife still 
coddles him if she gets the chance. She’d probably do the 
same to you, Dane, if you weren’t glaring daggers.” 


Dane harrumphed but Tim pressed a hand to his back 
in a silent plea to let it drop. He didn’t think Dane was 
going to until his friend’s shoulders drooped slightly and he 
crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t think so,” he 
muttered so softly, Tim wouldn’t have heard it if not for his 
enhanced senses. 


Which meant Lona most likely heard as well. A slight 
nod let him know she had indeed. 


“Enough,” Tim mouthed at her. 


“I do wish Otto was here tonight,” Lona said to Steve 
as they turned and headed for the kitchen. “I think one of 
those young men would keep him out of trouble.” 


Dane pivoted and gaped at Tim. “That’s what she was 
doing? Vetting us to see if one of us was a good match for 
her son? Gack! Doesn’t she know she’s more likely to scare 
us off? The whole creepy, interfering mother-in-law vibe is 
just shooting off her.” 


Tim agreed but didn’t say so, since he was well aware 
Lona could probably still hear them. “Come on, let’s go 
eat.” Hopefully dinner would be ready soon. 


As if timed with his thoughts, the pungent odour of 
fried chicken filled the air. Even Dane could smell it, and he 
perked up, seeming to forget his pique. “Oh man, smell 
dinner cooking? I’m so going to pig out!” He hurried 
towards the kitchen, Tim grinning at his friend’s eagerness. 
“It smells delicious,” Dane announced as he walked over to 
the table. “What can we do to help get the food on the table 
quicker?” 


Lona shot him an incredulous look. “Do you have a 
mood disorder?” 


“No, do you?” Dane jetted back. 


“He’s just happy because he smells fried chicken,” 
Tim explained, clamping a hand to Dane’s shoulder. “Be 
nice,” he growled. 


“She started it,” Dane pointed out. “Can I make gravy 
or something?” 


Lona must have been content to let matters drop 
since she waved Dane over and started telling him what to 
get out from where. Tim started to ask if he could help too 
but Steve caught his eye. Tim sat down beside Steve and 
hoped he wasn’t about to get sent back to the States. He 
missed his family and everything, but there was so much he 
needed to find out about what they were—and alienating 
Lona was probably one of the dumbest things he could have 
done in his desire to help his family. 


“I didn’t know, when I accepted your application,” 
Steve said after he glanced to make sure Dane wasn’t 
paying them any attention. “It wasn’t until I started 
watching you here, saw the way you paid such acute 
attention to everything, caught you sniffing the air, parsing 
scents, something I’ve seen Lona, Otto and Vendelia do 
hundreds or even thousands of times, I guess. The way you 
move, the careful look in your eye, even the way you hold 
Dane at a distance despite him being your best friend—all 
of those things made me believe you might just be a snow 
leopard shifter, too. I’m glad to know I was right.” 


Tim let some of his irritation at Steve go. He could 
actually understand why Steve hadn’t asked him, or 


announce that he was married to a shifter. Itd have been 
beyond awkward had he done so and Tim not been who and 
what he was. 


Steve leaned in closer to whisper the next part. “And 
please forgive Lona. She worries so much about Otto. 
There’s not many...uhm, options, for our son out here, and 
he refuses to move away. He believes it’s more important to 
protect and preserve our species—both snow leopard and 
shifter—than it is to worry about something like love.” 


Tim risked a peek at Lona and found her glaring at 
her husband. “You know she heard you.” 


“Yes, and she knows I didn’t approve of her making 
you so uncomfortable, but Lona does love to tease.” Steve 
sat back and blew his wife a kiss. “And I love Lona like 
crazy, even after almost forty years of marriage.” 


“You better,” Lona told him, winking at Steve. She 
resumed cooking and Dane chattered away at her as if he’d 
never been ready to get into a throw down with her for 
Tim’s sake. 


“Td like to talk to Lona about some things,” Tim 
began, then found it difficult to say anything more. He was 
so used to not discussing his family, them being shifters, 
with anyone other than a person he was related to. 


Changing something he’d done all his life wasn’t easy. 


Steve seemed to get it, though. “Okay. I know I’d like 
to talk to you when you feel comfortable, too. I had no idea 


there were”—he glanced at Dane, who was still stirring the 
gravy and gabbing on—“others elsewhere.” Steve grimaced 
and turned a worried look on Tim. “And now that’ll be 
another concern. I helped create the Snow Leopard 
Conservation Programme because of my wife and children. 
I do want to protect the snow leopards as well, but nothing 
is more important to me than keeping my loved ones safe.” 


Tim could understand Steve’s vehemence on the 
subject. His own family meant everything to him. They let 
the topic drop for the time being as Dane began chatting to 
them on occasion. Tim took the time to study Steve and 
Lona. They reminded him of his parents, and he wondered 
if they were mates, then, a possibility that Tim and his 
family back in Colorado had only just learned of, thanks to 
Oscar falling for a wolf shifter named Josiah. Josiah had 
been kind enough to share his knowledge of shifters with 
Tim’s family, and several questions had been answered that 
had brought a measure of peace to Tim. But there was still 
more to learn. 


“It’s ready,” Dane sang, adding a little happy dance 
Tim had seen him do dozens of times. It basically consisted 
of a few inappropriate jiggling moves. “Mmm, I am so 
hungry!” 


As good as the food smelt, Tim would have waited to 
eat if it had meant more conversation, at least on Steve’s 
side. He didn’t think he could just spill about his family, but 
Steve would probably be more comfortable talking about 
shifters. Maybe. 


Still, Tim’s mouth watered as the food was set on the 
table. Lona patted his shoulder. “Go ahead. I enjoy 
watching others enjoy my cooking.” 


It was all the encouragement Tim needed. He picked 
out a couple of pieces of dark meat, loaded the creamy 
mashed potatoes on his plate, covered them in gravy, then 
snatched up a hot roll. 


The first bite of crispy chicken dragged a moan from 
him. He closed his eyes to keep them from rolling back in 
ecstasy. Dane’s appreciative groans were louder than his, 
no surprise as Dane didn’t do anything half-way. 


Dinner passed in relative silence, except for Tim and 
Dane’s effusive compliments on Lona’s cooking skills. By 
the time they cleaned their plates, Tim didn’t think he could 
waddle, much less get up and move to the living room. He’d 
thought, despite Steve’s earlier offer of transportation, he 
and Dane would walk back to the hotel, figuring a few miles 
exercise would do them good, but now Tim knew he wasn’t 
going to be able to do it. Exhaustion was weighing down on 
him, clutching him tightly as it’d tried to do for days. 


“Maybe you should both stay here tonight,” Tim 
heard Steve say. “Tim looks ready to pass out, and you 
don’t look much more alert.” 


“No thank you,” Dane said politely. “We can call for a 
cab, if you don’t feel like driving us. Just give me a few 


minutes to get past my gorged stupid state and I’ll help 
with the dishes.” 


“Oh no, no, no,” Lona chanted, “my guests are not 
doing the dishes. I let you help with the gravy because I 
knew you were having fun doing so, but I am not going to 
put either of you nice young men to work. I will however 
pack you each a good lunch and send it with Steve 
tomorrow.” 


Tim pried open an eye and saw Dane giving Lona a 
speculative look. Don’t go back to being a smart ass, don’t 
go back to being a smart ass. 


“Are you sure?” Dane asked, relieving Tim’s mind. 
He’d expected Dane to make a crack about Lona wanting 
them not to have dishwater dried out hands should her son 
show up or something equally as ridiculous. “I don’t mind 
at all. Tim sucks at washing dishes, though. I really suspect 
he deliberately breaks dishes just so no one will want him 
doing them again.” 


“Hey, that’s not true.” Tim managed to open both 
eyes and zero in on Dane. “I will have you know I don’t 
always break dishes. Just, sometimes I get distracted, and 
those things are slippery!” He also wasn’t the most 
coordinated person in the world. 


“It’s fine,” Lona said, “don’t you two worry about it. I 
actually like washing dishes. I find it soothing. Now, doing 


laundry on the other hand sucks. I’d almost rather have 
teeth pulled.” 


“Laundry does suck,” Dane agreed. 


“I like folding clothes more than washing dishes,” 
Tim admitted, then promptly wondered why in the world 
they were talking about chores. He stood abruptly, even 
though all he wanted to do was sleep for a week. “Lona, 
thank you for the lovely meal. Steve, thank you for inviting 
us, and for being our source of transportation.” 


“Any time, boys. You’re both always welcome to come 
over for a home-cooked meal.” Lona gave them each a hug. 
“You and I need to have a chat,” she whispered in Tim’s 
ear. 


“We do.” Tim didn’t feel as weird hugging Lona as 
he’d thought he would. Maybe it was because she was a 
shifter too, and he didn’t fear inadvertently giving away 
what he was. 


The ride back to the hotel went quickly, for which Tim 
was grateful. His dick had been half-hard within seconds of 
getting in Steve’s vehicle. Tim was back to crossing his 
legs, but at least Dane and Steve didn’t seem to notice. Tim 
was lost in his own musings, trying to figure out why his 
body reacted so strongly to the scent in the truck when 
Steve pulled up to the kerb in front of the hotel. 


Arousal slammed into Tim with the force of a punch 
to the gut. His body registered the figure approaching the 


vehicle seconds before his mind did. Dane was just as 
quick. 


“Oh my God, he’s—” 


“My son, Otto,” Steve interrupted. “I wonder what 
he’s doing here.” 


Tim gulped as quietly as he could as he watched his 
ideal of male perfection approach. His eyes locked with 
Otto’s and there was no hiding his erection when it sprang 
up, eager and proud. 


“Someone’s happy to see Otto again,” Dane 
whispered. Tim didn’t even give a shit about being teased. 
All he could concentrate on was remembering to breathe as 
Otto stopped and waited outside his door. 


Chapter Five 


It figured Naran would be wrong. Neither the 
suspected poacher nor Ochir had been anywhere near 
where Naran and Otto had looked. Otto had used his nose 
to pick out a scent he hoped might be the man he was 
hunting, and it’d lead here, to the Dalanzadgad Hotel. Then 
the trail stopped, gone at the kerb. Otto had walked over to 
the door and even checked out the lobby but hadn’t caught 
the slightest hint of the odour he’d followed. 


Disgusted, he had left the hotel. His senses flared, 
heightened to the point of almost being painful. It was as if 
everything in him sharpened, his vision, hearing, smell— 
need. They all intensified as soon as he spotted his dad’s 
vehicle, which would have freaked him the hell out had he 
not immediately seen his mystery man inside it. 


The last person Otto expected to see again without 
having to hunt and find him was the man he’d followed 
days ago. Well, men, but he hadn’t been pursuing the 
shorter guy. No, it’d been the tall, lanky blond who’d drawn 
Otto. He’d found himself watching—chasing, really—the 
handsome stranger before he even realised what he was 
doing. 


Once he had and he’d caught a whiff of the fear and 
something which smelt an awful lot like arousal Otto had 
forced himself to stop, to turn around and head the other 
way. It’d been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to 
do. For reasons he hadn’t understood, it had felt like he 
was abandoning someone, or a part of himself, when he’d 
walked away. Stupid, but there it was. 


Now he zeroed every bit of his focus on the 
passenger sitting beside the door of his dad’s vehicle. 
Otto’s skin prickled, his cock filled and his balls drew up to 
his body when smoky blue eyes streaked with grey turned 
towards him. For a moment Otto couldn’t even breathe, 
although his body kept moving, his legs carrying him closer 
to the truck at the kerb. 


Otto was slightly amused when it occurred to him 
that his body seemed to know instinctively that it needed 
the stranger. He was only slightly amused, however, 
because the rest of his mind was memorising the man’s 
features. Long, straight nose, the nostrils flared slightly, 
wide eyes with a panicked look in them, cheeks flushed 
with what Otto knew in his gut was desire, a narrow face 
with high cheek bones, a firm yet round chin and well- 
shaped lips just begging to be kissed. Or stretched around 
my dick. Fuck yes, they’d be perfect like that. 


Otto stopped as close to the door as he could get 
while still maintaining eye contact. He was aware of the 
guy in the middle glaring at him and babbling—although he 


was whispering, it didn’t matter, Otto could hear him—and 
of Steve getting out from the driver’s side. 


“Otto, what are you doing here? Is there something 
wrong?” 


The worry in his father’s voice was the only impetus 
that could have dragged Otto’s gaze away from the luscious 
man just inches away from touching. Steve’s concern was 
evident in his expression as he looked at Otto, who gave a 
clipped nod. 


“I was following up on the information Naran gave 
me, the possible poacher I told you about.” Otto gestured 
over his shoulder. “Trail ended right about here. I can only 
assume someone picked him up in a vehicle. Who is this?” 
Otto put his hand on the top of the truck, right above the 
blond’s head. 


Steve frowned and examined Otto so closely he 
wanted to squirm. Then Steve grinned. “Well. The young 
man in the middle is Dr Dane Calderon, and the one right 
by you is Dr Timothy Trujillo. If you’d step back maybe they 
could get out and have a proper introduction.” 


Otto recognised the amusement in his father’s 
expression, but he didn’t mind it at all. Something was 
happening, he could feel it in the air and with every beat of 
his heart. Otto dropped his gaze back down to tangle with 
Timothy Trujillo’s. Timothy Trujillo. The name sounded 


exotic, like a promise of ecstasy should he say it and call 
Timothy to him. 


It was tempting, very much so, but the smaller man, 
Dane Calderon, was glaring fit to kill at Otto. He didn’t 
know what the connection was between Timothy and Dane, 
but if they were in a relationship, a serious one, Otto was 
afraid of what he might do. His snow leopard was snarling 
inside him, wanting out, wanting to mount and fuck 
Timothy, to bite and mark his skin. 


Otto curled his hands into fists and dug his nails into 
his palms as he stepped back. The urge to reach out and 
grab Timothy as soon as he opened the door was almost 
overpowering. It was a frightening feeling to experience for 
a man who was normally so controlled. Yet twice now he’d 
acted out of character around Timothy. What did it mean? 


You know what it means. Otto shivered as he watched 
Timothy watching him. Timothy’s exit from the vehicle was 
like some bizarre mating dance, intriguing and tempting 
Otto, testing his restraint since he had to step back as 
Timothy pushed the door open further. 


Otto drank in the sight of long legs encased in faded 
denim, and tanned forearms, thin but defined, sprinkled 
lightly with dark blond hair. Timothy had long, elegant- 
looking fingers, like Otto would imagine a professional 
piano player having. His nails were clipped short and Otto 
almost moaned at the thought of having them scratching 
down his back. 


“Stop it.” 


Those lowly muttered words weren’t the first ones 
Otto would have chosen to hear from Timothy. He didn’t 
intend to hear them again, not like that. Otto narrowed his 
eyes and, aware of Dane cursing and scrambling to get out 
of the truck, Otto held his hand out to Timothy. 


“Otto Marquat.” Your mate. He wondered if Timothy 
could read his thoughts. Some mated couples could, some 
couldn’t. There didn’t seem to be any set rule for the 
phenomenon. 


Timothy appeared ignorant of Otto’s thoughts and 
reluctant to shake his hand. Otto kept his expression as 
impassive as he could, considering the tidal wave of lust 
threatening to crash down on him and pull him under. He 
had no problem envisioning bending Timothy over the hood 
and fucking him in front of anyone who didn’t get the hell 
away. 


“Timothy Trujillo,” Timothy finally said as he shook 
Otto’s hand. An electric wave of attraction sparked up 
Otto’s arms. He saw Timothy’s eyes widen, heard the soft 
gasp from him. Timothy’s skin was warm, his palms rough. 
Working hands, not office hands, as Otto always thought of 
them. He appreciated the roughness of a man’s hands, the 
hair and muscles, grit and strength. 


“Let go of him already.” 


Otto blinked then glared at the short bossy shit 
standing beside Timothy. “Dane Calderon.” He didn’t want 
to let go of Timothy, but getting into a fight with this Dane 
guy didn’t seem wise since Otto didn’t know if Timothy and 
Dane were friends, colleagues, or lovers. If they were the 
latter, they wouldn’t be for long. 


Dane glowered and even growled but he shook Otto’s 
outstretched hand. Otto wasn’t surprised when Dane tried 
to intimidate him with a powerful squeeze of his hand. He 
got a little cheap thrill watching Dane grimace when the 
attempt caused Dane more discomfort than it did to Otto. 


“What’s going on here?” Steve asked. He stepped up 
to stand beside Otto. “Son, do you know these two men?” 


Dane smirked at him, obviously thinking Otto had 
been caught out at doing something wrong. Timothy looked 
distinctly horny and uncertain about, most likely, 
everything. 


Otto gave Dane a menacing smile before devouring 
Timothy visually. He really did like the way Timothy 
blushed. “I don’t know them, no. But I have seen them 
before. In fact, I followed them just a few days ago.” Otto 
itched to touch Timothy and had to slip his hands into his 
jeans pockets to keep from doing so. “Actually, I was 
following Dr Trujillo here.” Otto purred the name just 
because it felt so wonderful on his tongue. 


“He scared the shit out of us,” Dane snapped. “Okay, 
well, maybe he just made us uncomfortable, but it was 
fucking freaky.” 


“If you hadn’t been eyeing me like I was your 
favourite dessert, I wouldn’t have noticed I was being 
watched,” Otto pointed out. “I felt your eyes on me, then I 
saw Timothy.” He shrugged. What else could he say? He’d 
had to follow him. 


Steve gripped his arm so hard Otto fully expected to 
have bruises. His father tugged him back a couple of steps, 
glanced at Timothy and moved further away. “Why were 
you following them, really?” 


Otto felt like a kid caught doing something wrong and 
having to confess, which was never a fun experience. He 
patted his dad’s hand before plucking at his fingers. Steve 
got the message and loosened his hold. 


“Otto? I asked you a question.” 


Otto kept an eye on Timothy as he answered. 
“Because I couldn’t not follow him. Timothy, I mean. Not 
Dane. Everything about Timothy calls to me, pulls me like a 
warm tug from the gut. You know what I mean, don’t you?” 
Don’t you, Timothy? 


Timothy hadn’t looked away from Otto once despite 
Dane’s whispered grumbling and arguing. 


Steve’s grip tightened again and he shook Otto 
slightly. “Are you saying you think Tim is your—” 


“I know he is,” Otto finished. “Tim, hm? And who 
exactly is the snarly little man with him? Or, rather, who is 
he to Tim?” 


“You and Tim will need to discuss who and what Dane 
is to him.” Steve waved at Tim and Dane. “Tomorrow we 
have to leave early, so please be ready by five a.m. Dane, 
please stop glaring at my son like he’s the devil himself. He 
isn’t, and I can assure you he would never hurt Tim.” 


Dane cocked his head and one hip as he looked Otto 
over. “I don’t know, Steve. There’s got to be something 
wrong with your son. It’d be fucking unfair for him to be 
perfect.” 


“He’s not, I promise you,” Steve said after laughing 
far too long in Otto’s opinion. “But if you wouldn’t mind, I 
do think Otto would like to speak with Tim alone for a few 
minutes.” 


“I would,” Otto agreed before anyone could object. “If 
Tim doesn’t object.” 


Tim flinched as if he hadn’t been expecting to be 
addressed directly, or maybe he’d simply been lost in his 
own thoughts. He caught on quickly, though. “Uh, yeah. We 
should probably talk out here, because Dane and I are 
sharing a room.” 


Otto could no more hold back the deep growl 
rumbling up from his chest than he could stop time. Even 
the painful grip his father had on him couldn’t quell the 
possessiveness leaking from Otto as a threatening sound. 
Otto wanted to snarl and shift, but he had enough control 
left to keep himself in his human form. 


Dane took a half-step back before bucking up and 
puffing out his chest. “I’m not afraid of you!” 


“Dane, cut it out,” Tim said in a firm voice. Dane 
huffed and looked like he wanted to argue before finally 
acquiescing. 


“Fine. Steve can run over the plans for tomorrow 
with me, then I’m going to come out here and stand beside 
whichever of you will get the most irritated and sing I’m 
Sexy and I Know It at the top of my lungs.” Dane tipped his 
chin up and struck a pose, one which, of course, 
accentuated his cut body. “Because I am!” 


“Sure you are.” Otto couldn’t pass up a dig at the 
prancing doctor, but he wished he had as soon as Tim 
narrowed his eyes at him. Usually Otto was above such 
cheap shots. Standing so close to the man who was stirring 
up a raging inferno of need inside him was destroying 
Otto’s control by the minute. He needed to touch Tim, to 
get closer, so close Tim would feel every inch of him. 


“Stop,” Tim said in a shaky voice. 


Otto waited until Steve and Dane entered the hotel 
then he asked Tim one of the questions on his mind. “You 
can hear me?” 


At Tim’s look of utter confusion, Otto’s heart 
plummeted a little. He’d always hoped, should he find his 
mate, they’d have a strong mental bond. Still, be glad you 
even found him. And who knows, maybe, over time the 
mental bond will develop. 


For now, he’d work on eradicating Tim’s unease 
towards him—then Otto would seduce him and spend the 
night convincing Tim he was trustworthy. 


“Are you...” Tim frowned and scratched at his chin. 
Otto wondered if it was a nervous gesture, because he 
could scent Tim’s nervousness. “Are you unstable or 
something? I don’t want to insult Steve and Lona, but first 
you chase us, then you show up here, and now you want to 
know if I can hear you when it should be obvious since 
you’ve been talking and I’ve been responding.” 


It was Otto’s turn to frown then. How clueless was 
Tim? Otto had never been a master of subtlety, but he 
would try. “Do you know nothing of mates?” 


Tim’s eyes rounded and he paled except for twin dots 
of colour on his cheeks. “Mates?” he squeaked. Those spots 
darkened and Tim brought his hands up to press them to 
his face. “You’re saying we’re mates, that’s what this...this 


thing is between us?” He looked so incredulous Otto almost 
missed the hope flicker over his features. 


Warmth pooled in Otto’s belly, tendrils spearing down 
to his groin, stimulating him almost unbearably. He moved 
to within inches of Tim, so close he could feel Tim’s body 
heat. Otto inhaled deeply and had to struggle to keep his 
eyes open as Tim’s scent filled him. The desire raging 
through him was reflected then in Tim’s eyes, in the tangy 
waves of need rising from his skin into the night breeze. 


“Yes,” Otto ground out as he slowly moved to cup the 
back of Tim’s neck. He swore softly as soon as he touched 
Tim. “Fuck, Tim. I didn’t know it’d be like this, didn’t know 
there was someone for me.” 


And before Tim could do more than gasp, Otto 
slashed his mouth over Tim’s. The infusion of his mate’s 
flavour blinded Otto to where they were, on a busy—for 
Dalanzadgad, anyway—street in a place where such things 
just weren’t done. 


Except tonight they were. Otto nipped Tim’s bottom 
lip. Tim’s moan spilled into Otto as he explored and laid 
claim to Tim’s sweet mouth. Some part of Otto was still 
rational, at least, because he locked his other arm around 
Tim and began maneuvering him to the side of the hotel, 
into the dark shadows there. 


Tim didn’t protest, grabbing two fistfuls of Otto’s 
shirt as he allowed himself to be led. Once Otto had Tim 


where he wanted him for the time being, Otto pressed 
Tim’s back to the building then himself to Tim’s front. 


He wedged a knee between Tim’s legs, delighting in 
the eager moans and whimpers he could feel against his 
tongue. The hard press of Tim’s cock to Otto’s thigh almost 
had him ripping Tim’s clothes off then and there, but Otto 
wanted more than a fast fuck in an alley. 


Tim, however, didn’t seem as picky. Otto would have 
wondered why Tim wasn’t, had he not known the driving 
force of the desire between mates. So when Tim turned his 
head aside and grabbed a handful of Otto’s ass, 
encouraging him to rut, and murmured “Fuck me, Otto. 
Please, fuck me,” Otto understood the mindless urgency of 
the mate bond flaring between them. 


But he wasn’t going to tear into Tim’s ass outside, not 
where everyone in the vicinity would hear them, hear Tim’s 
screams of completion, his pleas, Otto’s own shouts and 
growls. 


“T will, but not here.” Otto nipped his way to the join 
of Tim’s jaw. “I want to take my time and not worry about 
who will be listening when I take your ass.” Otto squeezed 
the firm mounds in his hands, moaning brokenly when he 
thought of sliding his dick into Tim’s warm cleft, spearing 
his opening again and again. 


Tim, however, stiffened against him, and not in the 
manner Otto wanted him to. There was a distinct edge of 


fear coming from Tim when Otto tipped his head enough to 
get a good look at him. Pupils blown, lips swollen, parted 
and slick—Otto wanted to devour him, would have, if it 
hadn’t been for the tension still holding Tim rigid. 


“What? Are you afraid to be alone with me?” Otto 
forced himself to separate their bodies by a couple of 
inches, which was as far away from him as he could bear to 
be. “Do you know nothing about mates?” 


Tim gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his throat 
clicking with the movement. Otto brought his hand back up 
to cup Tim’s neck. He traced the small knot as it bobbed 
again. Tim shivered and melted against him. Otto had to 
lock his knees to keep from stumbling back. What had been 
the problem? Why had Tim freaked on him? 


Otto wasn’t going to ask. He’d let Tim explain in his 
own time. “Come home with me,” Otto urged, adding a 
suckling bite to Tim’s neck where his pulse fluttered. “Let 
me have you.” 


“Let you—” Tim quaked from head to toe in Otto’s 
arms, “have me! Why can’t I have you?” 


Knowing the battle to bring his mate with him was 
won, Otto rewarded Tim with a caress down the length of 
his trim body. When Otto palmed the rigid length of Tim’s 
cock, Tim bucked and clenched his fingers around Otto’s 
arms, adding more bruises on top of those left by his dad 
earlier. 


The pain sent a surge of arousal so intense it blocked 
out everything else. Otto growled as he slammed his mouth 
over Tim’s in a rough, demanding kiss. Tim whimpered and 
jerked, and the spicy scent of cum hit Otto at the same time 
he felt wet heat bloom against his thigh. 


Otto plundered Tim’s mouth, claiming each bit of the 
flesh with his tongue. Tim’s flavour was imprinted into 
Otto’s DNA. He’d know each individual bit making up his 
mate’s taste. He kissed Tim through his climax, kept 
friction on Tim’s cock until Tim shook and twisted his head 
away. Only then did Otto acknowledge to himself how very 
close to the edge he was. 


But he would not take his mate in an alley, not the 
first time. Some might think it an erotic experience, but 
Otto was quickly discovering a romantic side to himself and 
it surprised the fuck out of him. 


“Come home with me, now,” he urged, dragging one 
of Tim’s hands down to feel his straining erection. Don’t 
make me settle for taking you here in a dirty alley instead 
of giving you pleasure in my home. 


Once again, Tim stiffened and tried to scamper aside. 
Otto held onto him. He couldn’t make himself stop touching 
Tim, not unless he absolutely had to. “What’s wrong? That’s 
twice now you've grown skittish.” 


Tim shook his head, his eyes wide with fear. “Before, 
when...when I was thinking how badly I wanted you to fuck 


me, you said you would, but not here. I thought I had 
accidentally said it instead of just thinking it.” Tim pulled 
back what little more he could, sliding an inch over against 
the wall. “But I didn’t, did I? Just like you didn’t say 
anything about not wanting to ‘settle for taking’ me in this 
alley because you want to take me home instead and 
explore every inch of my body?” Tim’s voice had dropped to 
a husky whisper at the end, and Otto barely heard him over 
the whoosh of his pulse accelerating. 


“You didn’t speak earlier,” he clarified. Tim nodded. 
“And you heard me?” Another nod. Otto’s mind spun with a 
sudden flood of hope. Was it the mental link he’d wished 
for? How strong was it? He looked into Tim’s eyes and 
concentrated on trying to feel what Tim was thinking. 


And got a great, big nothing in response. 


Chapter Six 


To say he was weirded out would have been an 
understatement. Tim was sure there were more mature 
ways to describe what he was feeling, but damned if he 
could think of any. Not when he had the sexiest man he’d 
ever seen or heard or felt right there. 


Tim couldn’t process everything as it was happening. 
His body was a riotous mix of emotions and a boiling 
cauldron of want. It didn’t matter whether or not he’d just 
come, his dick was already hard again and his ass ached to 
be filled. 


He knew a little about mates, or about them in theory 
since Grandma Marybeth had only just confided in him and 
some of his cousins about her belief in the existence of 
mates. Tim had believed her—he’d seen the way his cousins 
were with their men. The attraction between them was 
tangible, and it didn’t seem to be fading any. 


If anything, it appeared to grow stronger every time 
Tim saw them. Oscar’s partner, or mate, rather, had also 
expounded a little on mates, enough at least that Tim had 
developed a hope he’d tried not to acknowledge. Yet it 
seemed he had to now, since the very thing he’d wanted 
was a mate, and here stood his. 


Tim didn’t even doubt the truth of the revelation. It 
was like an internal pull, something warm and implacable 
inside him reaching for the same thing in Otto. Tim didn’t 
see any reason to resist, although the mental part was 
unsettling. 


He had the distinct impression Otto was doing it now, 
or trying to, considering how Otto was drilling him visually. 
But Tim didn’t hear anything other than his own thoughts. 


Otto’s intense expression altered to something too 
close to disappointment. Tim didn’t like it at all. 


“Maybe something’s wrong with me.” 


Otto scowled. “The only thing wrong with you is this 
—you aren’t in my bed, naked with your ass spread open 
for me.” 


“Oh,” Tim said weakly. His insides quivered at the 
image Otto’s words inspired, but he struggled to explain 
what he’d meant. “I thought maybe, since my family 
doesn’t know much about what we are, maybe I was 
screwed up as a shifter.” 


Otto clamped a hand around Tim’s arm and began 
guiding him to the front of the hotel. “No, it’s different for 
everyone, it seems. I’d like to know more about your family. 
How you—they—ended up in the United States, how many 
are there in your clan, everything you can tell me. There’s 
nothing I don’t want to know about you. But it can wait, 
until I can listen to something other than my leopard’s 


demand that we mate. My need for you is very nearly all- 
consuming.” 


Tim got it, he did. He probably should have been 
scared, but his cat was all for letting Otto fuck him stupid. 
In fact, Tim thought if he said no, there’d be an internal 
revolt between leopard and man. He didn’t even want to 
imagine how such a thing would turn out. Easier to give in 
to what man and beast both wanted. And if Otto and he 
could have a loving, committed relationship like Tim’s 
cousins Levi and Lyndon, or Oscar and Josiah? Why would 
Tim fight the need clawing at him? 


“How far away is your place?” Tim asked. The breeze 
kicked up and he grunted, suddenly and acutely aware of 
the chilly mess he’d made when he came in his pants. 


“Uncomfortable or eager?” Otto asked, smirking at 
him. 


“Both,” Tim told him. Otto could smirk all he wanted. 
He’d made Tim go off like a bottle rocket with a too-short 
fuse, something Tim hadn’t had happen since he’d been a 
teenager. 


“About two minutes away.” 


Tim’s cock gave a happy twitch. “Good. Let’s go.” 
Then he thought of Dane and groaned. 


“You need to tell your friend,” Otto said, and he didn’t 
sound thrilled about it. “Dane is just your friend, isn’t he?” 


Tim saw the tightening of Otto’s jaw, felt the way 
Otto’s fingers clenched. “Yes, but we did try dating and 
having sex a while back. It didn’t work for us. We make 
much better friends than lovers.” 


Otto took a deep breath, exhaled, did it again, and 
Tim watched, enchanted by everything about Otto. Jesus, 
Tim hadn’t known he’d be such a sappy dumbass! For 
someone who thought of himself as self-aware, he was a bit 
unnerved at the new discovery. What else was he mistaken 
about? Was it possible he wasn’t the bland, boring man he 
had thought he was? Someone like that wouldn’t hold 
Otto’s interest, wouldn’t be his mate. Tim was going to 
have to think about it. 


“Okay.” Otto looked towards the hotel entrance. “You 
two are sharing a room though?” 


Tim’s hackles went up in a heartbeat. He stopped and 
slapped a hand to Otto’s chest. “You don’t know me, so I’m 
trying not to get too pissed over where you were going with 
what you were saying. I don’t know much about mates, true 
enough, but I do know the mated couples I have been 
around would never lie or cheat on each other. Not from 
the moment they met.” 


Otto closed his eyes and tipped his head down. “I’m 
sorry. I don’t know how to handle all the jealous and 
possessive emotions I’m experiencing. I’ve never had to 
deal with them before.” Otto jerked his chin up and opened 


his eyes, looking past Tim. “Here comes your friend and my 
dad now. Neither of them appear to be particularly happy.” 


Tim turned and had to agree. He figured Steve 
probably wanted to strangle Dane, because, knowing Dane 
as Tim did, he could easily picture him nagging and 
bitching the entire time Steve and he were in the hotel 
room. Dane was as protective of him as Otto seemed to be, 
but it was a different sort of reasoning, a loyalty only the 
best of friends could share. 


Dane stopped toe to toe with Tim. He sniffed and 
looked him up and down then stared pointedly at Tim’s 
groin. “Did you two have fun?” Dane snarked. 


The rumbling sound Tim heard was coming from 
Otto. Tim kept his hand on Otto’s chest and added a bit of 
pressure, a warning to chill out or at least restrain himself. 
“I’m going home with Otto.” There was no sense beating 
around the bush with Dane. 


Dane’s nostrils flared as he narrowed his eyes at Tim. 
“Like hell! You don’t do stuff like go home with possible 
weirdos! I’m the man-whore in this friendship!” 


Tim couldn’t hold back a chuckle at Dane’s accurate 
description. Dane did like to have a cock up his ass or in his 
mouth as often as possible. It didn’t make him a bad 
person, and in fact, Tim had often envied him his ease 
when it came to sexual matters. Now he’d found the one 


man he felt just as comfortable with and he wasn’t going to 
let Dane interfere. 


“Im going with Otto. Pl be at the centre in the 
morning.” Tim tried not to sound like he was begging when 
he touched Dane’s shoulder. “Please don’t make a big deal 
of this. It’s... I have to do this, Dane. I can’t explain it to 
you.” Not without telling him what he and Otto were. He 
hoped Dane would accept it as a case of instant lust, which 
wasn’t too far off. 


Dane glared at Otto then held out his hand. “Fine, but 
I want an address, phone number, blood type, latest test 
results and a very detailed recounting of what goes on first 
thing tomorrow morning.” 


Otto grunted. “So now you’re Tim’s mother?” 


“Dick,” Dane snapped. Steve put his hand on Dane’s 
shoulder. 


“Calm down. I can answer all of those except the test 
one, and I have absolutely no need to hear the details 
tomorrow.” 


Dane harrumphed and crossed his arms over his 
chest. “Friends watch out for each other, which is what I’m 
doing. If you hurt Tim, I don’t care who your daddy is. I will 
stomp your ass into the cold, hard ground.” 


Don’t you dare laugh! Whether he meant it for 
himself or for Otto, Tim wasn’t sure. Dane’s intentions were 


good—Tim was actually quite touched by the threat—but 
the fact was, Otto could tear Dane apart limb from limb 
despite Dane’s muscular build. 


Otto, showing more understanding than Tim could 
have hoped for, nodded and offered his hand to Dane. 
“Understood. I promise not to harm him. Dad can give you 
my cell phone number, too.” 


“I won't ever hurt you, not any more than you want 
me to. Sometimes matings can get quite rough.” 


Tim heard Otto’s unspoken words as clear as a bell in 
his head. He couldn’t mask the needy shiver when it 
rippled over him. Somehow he managed to get through the 
awkward goodbyes, then Otto took his elbow and was 
hustling them down the sidewalk. 


Tim wanted to run, and he bumped Otto’s hip with his 
own. “Faster.” 


Otto shot him a wicked grin. “You'll be screaming 
‘faster’ soon.” Before Tim could make a suitably slutty 
reply, Otto sped up. 


Tim welcomed the exercise. It felt good to stretch his 
legs, and knowing they’d be in bed sooner was an impetus 
to step up to a run. This way he’d be warmed up and more 
flexible by the time they reached Otto’s place. 


Otto pulled on his arm and dragged Tim into a sharp 
right turn. They ran up the steps and almost collided into 


each other trying to stop before they hit the door. Tim 
didn’t take the time to look around at anything. He watched 
Otto, only Otto, as he dug out a key and unlocked the door. 


A shove and the door was swinging open. Tim 
reached for Otto at the same time Otto reached for him. 
They stumbled through the entryway and Otto kicked the 
door shut. He growled, a low rough sound that wrapped 
around Tim’s cock and caressed it like a soft velvet glove. 


Otto gripped his shoulders and spun Tim around. Tim 
barely had time to slap his hands against the wall and keep 
himself from head butting it when Otto pinned him in place. 


“I wanted to go slow, take my time and lick every 
centimetre of your skin.” He bit Tim’s neck, right in the 
centre of his nape. Pinpricks of bright white smattered his 
vision. Tim clenched his muscles, too close to coming again, 
especially when Otto bit then licked the same spot again. 
“But I don’t think I can. I didn’t want to fuck you in an alley 
like some cheap trick, but we’re in my home. You’re in my 
home. Can I have you?” 


The question startled Tim. He supposed he’d thought 
Otto would just shove his pants down and fuck him without 
any concern for Tim’s preferences. And he’d have been 
okay with Otto doing so, because Tim’s preference was to 
get fucked, as soon as possible. Although he’d like some 
prep first. 


“Yes,” Tim found himself, “just—go slow at first. Don’t 
ram it in there.” Gods, his entire face felt like it was on fire! 
Why did talking about sex have to be so difficult for him 
right then? 


Otto trailed a hand down Tim’s spine then delved 
beneath the waistband of his pants and buried his fingers in 
Tim’s crack. The first brush of those fingers over his hole 
made Tim loose the most embarrassing whimper. 


“Have you ever let someone fuck you, Tim?” Otto 
asked, his voice as gentle a caress as his digits massaging 
Tim’s pucker. 


“N-no,” Tim stuttered, his mind melting as pleasure 
began to spread from his ass to his balls. 


“Why not?” Otto pushed at Tim’s hole but didn’t 
breach him. “Never mind. If Dane’s anything like your 
usual sex partners, I’ve got my answer. Dane screams bossy 
bottom without ever saying a word.” 


Tim snorted out a laugh despite the desire 
threatening to overwhelm him. “Yeah, he does. I—ahh!” 


A sharp burn spiked around his opening as Otto 
pushed inside. “Too much? I won’t push in any further. Just 
had to feel your heat around some part of me.” Otto 
punctuated the statement with another bite to his neck, 
and Tim closed his eyes and tossed aside his inhibitions. 


“Please fuck me, Otto,” he begged, arching his back 
so he could chase Otto’s receding finger. “I need it.” 


“You need me,” Otto growled, then Tim gasped as, 
much like he’d thought moments ago, Otto unfastened 
Tim’s jeans and shoved them and his boxers down to his 
thighs. “Going to make you feel so good, baby.” He rutted 
against Tim’s ass. The rough denim of Otto’s jeans abraded 
Tim’s skin, adding to his rising stimulation. “Going to fill 
you up and take you over and over again. Come morning 
you won’t doubt who you belong to.” 


Tim wasn’t exactly doubting it now. But he did 
wonder if they were on equal footing. “I won’t always 
bottom. I like a tight ass around my cock as much as you 
do.” 


“Wouldn’t have it any other way.” Then Otto slid 
down, licking the length of Tim’s spine. When he pried 
Tim’s cheeks apart, Tim started to protest. A sharp slap to 
his ass had him grabbing the base of his dick to prevent 
himself from spurting all over the wall. 


“Like that, do ya?” Otto slapped his butt again. Tim 
moaned in answer. “Oh yeah, we’re going to set the sheets 
on fire, or the wall, or wherever we fuck. I’m going to make 
you burn right now, baby.” 


And he did, spanking Tim’s ass until it felt like his 
skin was about to combust. Tim’s balls were drawn up, his 
cock leaking pre-cum in just a few swats. He didn’t protest 


when Otto spread him open again, but as soon as Otto 
licked over his hole, Tim’s knees went weak and he started 
to slide down the wall. If Otto hadn’t grabbed his hips and 
helped steady him, Tim would have ended up in an 
undignified sprawl. As it was, Otto eased him to the floor. 


“Kick off your shoes.” 


As much as Tim would have liked to follow Otto’s 
orders, it wasn’t happening. “Can’t. Hiking boots.” 


Otto groaned and pressed his forehead to Tim’s back. 
His skin felt slick and heated. “Okay. Okay. This shouldn’t 
be rushed after all, not since you’ve never allowed anyone 
in here”—he rubbed Tim’s pucker—“before. Even though I 
want to bury my dick so deep inside you, you can never 
imagine us not being joined, we should slow down. I should 
slow down.” 


Tim rolled to his side, dislodging Otto’s hand from 
between his butt cheeks. He glared at Otto. “What about 
what I want?” 


Otto glared right back and pushed himself to his 
knees. “You sure don’t want to end up being seriously 
injured.” 


“Damn it.” Tim wanted to stomp his foot and pout but 
he wasn’t the sort of man to do either of those things. “No, 
I don’t.” 


“It’s okay. This will be better for both of us.” 


“If we ever get to it, it will!” Tim was ready to just 
roll Otto over and beg. “Do you have condoms? Lube? 
Stupid question.” Of course a sexy man like Otto would 
have a stash of supplies! 


“Condoms can be hard to find around here in 
Dalanzadgad. I have most of a box I brought back from my 
last trip to the US. All but one, in fact,” he added when Tim 
glared despite his best attempt not to. Okay, so now he 
totally understood how Otto had felt about Dane. 


“We don’t need condoms, though.” Otto stood and 
held his hand out to Tim, which was a good thing. Getting 
up with his jeans and underwear down like they were was 
tricky. Otto kept talking, not even grunting when he took 
the brunt of Tim’s weight to pull him to his feet. “We don’t 
catch human diseases.” 


Tim’s arousal ebbed under the burgeoning questions 
about their species. Even though Joshua had said much the 
same things, it was always best to gather as much in the 
way of confirmation as possible. “What kills us then? 
Accidents? I was told we are whatever we die as, man or 
cat, and no one can tell any different. Is that true?” 


“Tim,” Otto groaned, palming Tim’s semi-erect dick. 
“Is this really what you want to discuss now?” He didn’t 
give Tim the chance to answer, instead holding him by his 
cock and one arm. It was a sure way to make Tim keep up 
with him as they headed for what he guessed would be the 
bedroom. “Yes, usually accidents, murder, stupid belief 


we're less mortal than we are. And yes, we are whatever 
we die as. My father has run so many tests. He started 
studying not only snow leopards but shifters because he 
wanted to make sure his family was safe. So if one of us 
dies a leopard, our corpse is in every way, a leopard. Same 
goes if we die in human form.” 


Otto elbowed open a door, tugging on Tim’s cock 
when he did so. “Good enough for now, or do I need to 
recite all of our history as I know it before I can fuck you?” 


The perfect squeeze, the perfect stroke—Otto had it 
down and he stripped Tim’s questions from his mind with a 
few pumps of his fist. Tim gasped as he stumbled 
backwards. Otto let go of his dick but held onto Tim’s arm. 
The bed he landed on was firm, the covers chilly. Tim didn’t 
care, not when Otto raked him with a heated gaze and it 
warmed him more than a blanket ever could have. 


“Now, to get you completely naked.” Otto grabbed 
Tim’s right foot and quickly unlaced his boot. Within 
seconds he had Tim stripped from the waist down. Tim 
reached for the hem of his shirt only to stop when Otto 
pushed his hand aside. “I’m unwrapping my present.” 


Tim let his hand drop to his side. Otto smiled his 
approval. He leant down and stroked Tim’s hair. 


“Turn your head and let me get the band out of your 
hair. I want to feel it between my fingers.” 


Once Otto had the rubber band out, he worked his 
fingers through Tim’s hair. It felt so good, so soothing, Tim 
couldn’t help but purr as his eyes drifted closed. 


Otto’s voice was laced with an almost reverent tone 
when he spoke. “You have such beautiful hair, silky and 
golden. All these curls hidden underneath it, what a 
treasure.” 


“Uh.” Well, at least someone liked those stupid little 
curls that seemed to form the bottom layer of Tim’s hair in 
the back. Tim cracked his lids open enough to see Otto 
from the corner of his eye. Now Tim’s face was burning as 
much as his ass, although for a totally different reason. He 
didn’t know how to handle the compliments Otto was so 
casually giving him. 


“Just say thank you, Otto,” Otto said. But he kissed 
Tim’s words away before Tim could speak. 


Tim was breathless, his mind filled with the want 
raging through his body when Otto stopped kissing him. He 
hooked his arms under Tim’s legs and pulled him forward 
until his butt hung off the edge of the bed. Tm’s shirt was 
rucked up under his back and armpits, and it was 
uncomfortable, but he didn’t move to finish undressing 
himself. His hair felt pulled, tangled, but again, he didn’t 
care. 


Otto pushed Tim’s legs up until his knees were close 
to his ears. “Hold them up.” 


Remembering the feel of Otto’s tongue lapping at his 
hole, Tim began to pant. Otto’s chuckle tickled him, 
literally, since he did it against Tim’s balls. There was no 
laughing on Tim’s part, though, because Otto licked a strip 
down to his pucker at the same time he pulled Tim’s cheeks 
apart. 


“Oh fuck, fuck,” Tim wailed, because Otto was 
flicking his tongue, rapid lashes over and over, bringing 
sensations to the delicate skin there unlike anything Tim 
had ever experienced before. 


Tim dug his nails into his skin where he gripped his 
legs. The pain fed the pleasure in a weird cycle he didn’t 
understand but knew he’d soon crave. Then Otto speared 
him with his tongue and Tim’s world tilted on its axis, or 
maybe his brain just spun in his skull. 


The slurping sounds Otto made, the hums and growls 
of approval as he became more aggressive with the 
rimming, would be seared into Tim’s memory forever. When 
Otto inserted his finger beside his tongue then quickly 
pushed in another digit, Tim howled and grabbed his shaft. 
He pinched the head, chasing back his orgasm, wanting 
this feeling to last forever. 


Then Otto curled his fingers and Tim nearly levitated 
off the bed. “Found it, didn’t I?” Otto purred. “You’ve never 
had someone stimulate your prostate?” 


Tim gave up on answering when Otto touched his 
little hot spot again. 


“Never touched it yourself?” 


Well, Jesus Christ! If he’d known how good it felt he’d 
have probably walked around with something in there more 
often than not. 


Otto’s rich chuckle stroked over Tim’s skin and he 
slipped his fingers free of Tim’s body. “Look at me, Tim.” 


Tim pried open his eyes. He hadn’t been aware of 
closing them. He watched as Otto stripped for him, making 
the removal of his clothing as seductive as anything else 
he’d done to Tim. By the time Otto was nude, his thickly 
muscled body glistening with sweat, Tim was ready to beg 
for a fucking. 


Otto ran a hand through the thick pelt of hair on his 
chest. He moaned as he pulled at one brown nipple then 
the other. Tim licked his lips, imagining the hard nubs in 
his mouth, the way the skin would wrinkle and draw up 
when he blew on it. 


“Yes,” Otto hissed, lids dropping low as he pinched 
and twisted his tits. “You’d make me feel it, wouldn’t you?” 


“Yeah. I’d leave your nipples red and throbbing, sore 
to the touch.” 


“Fuck!” Otto left off playing with himself and pushed 
his thumb into Tim’s opening. “Ah, damn, you’re so tight, so 


hot! Roll over and get your knees on the floor.” 


Tim scrambled into position. He shoved a hand 
beneath him to fist his cock and turned his head aside to 
peer over his shoulder at Otto. 


“Spread your knees further apart,” Otto instructed. 
He knelt between Tim’s legs. Tim closed his eyes when he 
felt the fat tip of Otto’s dick prod his hole. “More lube,” 
Otto muttered. The snap and gurgle of the liquid leaving 
the tube sent goose bumps skittering over Tim’s skin. There 
was the brief sound of skin on skin, then Otto sighed and 
grabbed Tim’s hip. 


Tim’s eyes flew open as Otto pushed into him. This 
was no slow penetration, but a firm, steady drive that 
opened Tim up while his inner muscles contracted around 
Otto’s thick cock. It was perfect. Tim would have been 
insulted had Otto treated him gentler. 


“Take all of it,” Otto ground out, his voice rough and 
strained. Tim had heard such talk in plenty of pornos and 
usually ended up turning the volume down, but he wanted 
to hear every word, every sound Otto made, every sound 
their bodies made together. 


Yet it was so hard to pay attention to anything other 
than the way his ass ached, the dull throb, the pain which 
was quickly turning into pleasure as Otto thrust deeper and 
deeper. Tim held his dick painfully tight and pushed back, 
spearing himself on the hard spike splitting him open. 


“Tim!” Otto barked. A solid jerk of his hips had Otto’s 
balls slapping against Tim’s. “Fucking hell!” 


Otto dropped down over him, his furry chest 
perfection against Tim’s back. The urge to be dominated, 
taken, was a foreign but powerful one and Tim saw no 
reason to refuse himself or Otto what they truly wanted. 


“Do it,” Tim urged, clenching his ass and thrilling at 
the gasp he pulled from Otto. “Take me, fuck me, mark me. 
Let me feel how much you want me.” 


“Need you, not just want you,” Otto corrected right 
before he scraped his teeth over Tim’s nape. Otto shoved 
his hands under Tim’s chest, scratching over his nipples, 
sending a sharp bite of pain he wasn’t expecting 
throughout Tim’s chest. Tim bucked and yelped and wished 
Otto would do it again, but Otto didn’t, clamping his hands 
instead over Tim’s shoulders from the underside. 


As soon as Otto’s grip tightened, he began 
hammering into Tim. There was no build up to the 
pummelling his ass took, no warning other than Otto’s 
strong grip and the snarl and the repeated scrape of teeth. 


“Fuck me!” Tim shouted, and some small part of 
himself was shocked at his slutty, demanding behaviour, but 
the majority of him was thrilled to be fucked so hard he 
couldn’t draw a deep breath. 


He couldn’t even properly jack himself off, not when 
each of Otto’s thrusts drove his hips into the bed, his thighs 


stinging as they hit the bedframe. Really, all Tim could do 
was hold on and try to keep his cock from being battered, 
and it excited him unbearably, how vigorous and rough Otto 
was with him. 


Then the scrape of teeth became a bite, a deep 
penetration not possible with human teeth. Excruciating 
pleasure-pain tore through him, slamming into his cock and 
balls, setting the nerve endings from his neck to his ass 
hole at full stimulation. 


Tim screamed like he’d never screamed before. His 
ears rang but he couldn’t say if it was the volume of his 
own voice or the intensity of his climax as it ripped away 
everything but the feel of Otto bucking against him, his fat 
cock driving into Tim again and again. Tim felt as if he 
came in waves, in an orgasm so long it shouldn’t have been 
possible. It could have been seconds, minutes, hours—they 
were all the same to him, too long, too short, too fast and 
too slow. 


Otto lifted his head and roared, and a fresh wave of 
pain shot out in circles from the bite on Tim’s neck. He 
didn’t care, not when Otto made such a sound and clutched 
at Tim as he pumped hot cum into Tim’s ass. 


With every spurt, Otto shouted and ground against 
Tim’s butt. He’d be sore, and he didn’t give a damn. Every 
step he took for the next several days, Otto would take with 
him, even if it was only in Tim’s imagination. 


“T will be with you. I will,” Otto swore as he finally 
stilled on top of Tim. “No matter where you are, know the 
truth of my words.” 


When Otto said it, Tim didn’t doubt him, not then. He 
hoped he never would, but even fucked out, Tim knew 
things could change, people could change even if they 
never meant to. 


Chapter Seven 


Otto didn’t mope around while Tim was off checking 
the Vengi mountain pass for snow leopard cubs. Although 
originally expecting to return the same evening, Steve had 
said a problem with the cameras meant they might not be 
back until tomorrow or the day after, even, and while Otto 
didn’t like being away from his newly found mate, he 
accepted the situation. Tim had a job to do, and so did Otto. 
It was probably best for Tim not to be around, just in case 
the man Otto was hunting turned out to be the sick fuck 
Otto feared he’d be. 


A check in with Naran and Otto was informed Ochir 
hadn’t been seen since the night he’d delivered the 
message to Naran’s father. Was the boy’s disappearance 
good or bad? If Ochir was holed up somewhere safe, it’d be 
a good thing. If he wasn’t, then where was he? 


Otto wished he knew. He hoped the boy was being 
cared for, but Naran had said Ochir’s parents had died 
before she’d even met him, and the boy had been living on 
the streets ever since, as far as she knew. Otto planned to 
accompany Naran tonight when she went in search of Ochir 
again. 


While he and Naran weren't exactly close, they were 
friends of a sort, and Otto didn’t like the idea of her 
wandering around the streets and alleys looking for Ochir 
by herself. Luckily, Naran didn’t particularly like the idea, 
either, so she didn’t get offended when he offered his help. 


Memories of Tim’s cries, the clamp of his warm, snug 
body around Otto’s dick made it difficult for him to 
concentrate, but Otto did the best he could. He went over 
the last vestiges of the scent he’d followed yesterday. 
Maybe it didn’t belong to the suspected poacher, but it did 
belong to a man who wasn’t a native. 


Otto could pick up very fine aspects of a scent, from 
the sex of the owner, sometimes even to the food they’d 
eaten, if it were spicy or flavorful enough. The man he’d 
been following had reeked of foreign smells along with a 
bitter, acrid scent that set Otto’s back up. 


Today he had intended to walk as much of 
Dalanzadgad as he could, street by street. He started 
where he’d left off last night, at the hotel when he dropped 
Tim off in the morning. 


Otto’s first area to check was where the local 
merchants set up stands to sell their wares. Rickety tables 
or blankets on the ground were covered with mostly 
useless crap. Useless as it could be, Otto often ended up 
purchasing some of it. If he smelt or sensed desperate need 
rather than addiction or greed, he tried to help the seller 
out. 


If he found poached items, he waited until the 
merchants packed up and left, then he followed them until 
he could get the person alone. So far, he’d kept from 
causing serious harm to the ones he’d caught, but none of 
them had been selling off parts of his family, either, at least 
not parts of his shifter family. As far as Lona knew, her 
relatives were in the Mongolia region, but that wasn’t so 
for all snow leopard shifters. The others were scattered all 
over the place throughout Central Asia, and apparently in 
America as well. 


As for his own relatives, Otto might not know most of 
them, but his mother had kept in touch with some of her 
siblings. Every now and then one or more of them showed 
up either at Otto’s home or his parents’. Otto didn’t think 
he could live like those relatives did, more wild beast than 
human, but their choices didn’t have to be his. He just 
wanted them happy and safe. He wanted all shifters, not 
just his own kind, safe in this world. 


For now, he had to concentrate on preserving his own 
species, since he didn’t think anyone else was doing so. Yes, 
his dad was trying, in his own way, but Steve was limited to 
what he could do. Which was why Otto hunted down 
poachers. He didn’t limit his hunting to Dalanzadgad but 
anywhere he got a lead on snow leopards being murdered. 
More often than not, he didn’t leave Mongolia, but there’d 
been a couple of times he’d gone to Kazakhstan, Nepal, 
Russia. When he caught his man, Otto handed him over to 


the proper authorities, unless the country he was in refused 
to interfere. 


Then it got ugly. So far Otto had managed to 
successfully scare the shit out of the poachers who hadn’t 
been arrested. If intimidation didn’t work, he’d do whatever 
he had to in order to keep his family safe. A poacher going 
after snow leopards could easily kill a shifter. Otto had 
heard of an entire clan being wiped out decades ago 
somewhere in Nepal. 


He wasn’t having any luck finding the odour he was 
sniffing around for, and his enquiries about anyone new 
trying to sell animal wares met with several confused looks. 
Whoever had sent Ochir into Naran’s family shop had been 
careful and probably wasn’t looking to score small cash. 


Otto wondered just what the man had to sell. 
Something about this whole thing was unsettling to him. He 
couldn’t shake the feeling this particular poacher was 
worse than the previous ones. The part about him having 
special snow leopard parts, or there being something 
special about them, either way, it sat uncomfortably on 
Otto’s mind and constantly prodded him. 


While Otto didn’t mope about Tim being hundreds of 
miles away at the Vengi Pass, he did think of his mate often. 
It was impossible not to. He’d taken Tim’s sweet ass as 
many times as he dared, which had only been twice. Had he 
not been a virgin to bottoming, Otto would have fucked him 
at least twice as many times. As it was, there’d been a very 


hot sixty-nine for a morning wake-up and a mutual rub-off 
in the shower shortly thereafter. 


This craving, the almost insatiable need to fuck, was 
definitely new and, Otto believed, due to them being mates. 
And to Tim being so goddamned sexy. He was all shyness 
and need, and he melted liked butter under Otto’s hands, in 
his mouth, under his body. Otto wanted to gorge himself on 
Tim, yet he also wanted to feel Tim driving into him, 
marking him with cum and teeth. 


Otto’s thoughts shot back and forth between the 
troubling poacher and everything Otto wanted to do with 
Tim. The day passed quickly although without any results. 
Otto checked his phone again and couldn’t ignore his 
disappointment when there was no message from Tim. 
Steve hadn’t contacted him either, so Otto guessed they 
were out of cell range. Or busy. Steve at least had a 
satellite phone. 


“Well duh.” Sometimes Otto wondered if a brain cell 
dozed off or something. He should have thought about his 
dad’s satellite phone sooner. Otto fired off a text asking if 
they were returning tonight. Within seconds he had a reply, 
and his mood lifted as surely as his cock did. 


Drop Tim off at my place, if he’s agreeable please. 
Otto sent the message then started making his way back to 
his place. He kicked it up to a jog when his dad replied that 
he’d drop Tim off in a few hours. Otto was almost all the 
way across town but he’d make it home in time to shower, 


fix a decent dinner, and be waiting, naked and ready for 
Tim. 


Shifter or not, Tim’s ass had to be sore. Otto had 
tried to be gentle the second time he took Tim, but between 
his leopard, his own need, and Tim’s demands for more 
damn it, things had got pretty rough. He’d marked Tim 
again, too, on the other shoulder. The man was likely sore 
all over the place. Otto just hadn’t been able to control 
himself, and Tim hadn’t seemed to want him to. 


So tonight, he was going to let Tim fuck him every 
which way ‘til Sunday. Or was it nine ways ‘til Sunday? Or 
six ways? Otto could never remember, but it didn’t matter. 
He was going to have his mate drilling into him until his 
scent leaked from Otto’s pores. 


As eager as he was, Otto didn’t forget his goal of 
finding the stranger Naran had told him about. He sniffed 
each person he passed, sometimes with more caution than 
others, but he didn’t catch a whiff of the scent he’d 
followed yesterday. He knew it could be as simple as having 
followed a wrong trail, but he just couldn’t believe it. Otto 
had always been open to the possibilities of prescience— 
how could he not when mates could share a telepathic 
bond? So he did not doubt his instincts when they were all 
but screaming at him that he’d had the right man and lost 
him. 


It wasn’t until Otto reached his front door that he 
remembered he was supposed to go out with Naran tonight 


to try to find Ochir. Okay, he could still help Naran and 
make it back here before Tim arrived. If Otto did run late, 
Steve had a key. Honestly, considering Otto had been damn 
near over the entire city of Dalanzadgad already today and 
he hadn’t seen a kid fitting Ochir’s description anywhere, 
he doubted there’d be much ground left to cover. He’d let 
Naran take the lead—she might have some new ideas of 
where to look since last night. 


One more message to his dad, letting him know to 
give Tim the key should Otto not be home, then he was off 
again, but this time he drove over to Vukpuo. Naran was 
locking up the store as he pulled up out front. Otto rolled 
down the window. “Is this okay, or would you rather go on 
foot?” 


Naran hurried over and opened the passenger door, 
which was answer enough. “I was thinking, if Ochir is 
scared, he might be hiding outside of Dalanzadgad. Maybe 
in the foothills. I know we can’t go all over them, but,” 
Naran looked at him earnestly, her eyes darting back and 
forth over his as if she were reading him in some way. 


A slither of suspicion licked down Otto’s spine. There 
was an awareness in Naran’s eyes, a knowing that turned 
the suspicion into fear. Granted, there had always been 
rumours, legends of snow leopard shifters in Mongolia, but 
Otto had thought, short of a few very old, superstitious 
people, no one really believed them. The look Naran was 
giving him told him otherwise, and he didn’t know what to 
do. 


Except turn his head and pull away from the kerb. 
“But what? We can drive out to the foothills, it’s only an 
hour or so away.” It wasn’t very far, only about sixty-three 
kilometres, but there were several sharp turns and the road 
was very narrow. Driving fast wasn’t happening. “I’ve been 
all over Dalanzadgad today and caught sight of neither the 
man you told me of nor any child with a scar like the one 
Ochir has. I wasn’t sure if I should ask about him or if it 
would get back to him and send him further into hiding.” If 
he was hiding. 


Naran cleared her throat and Otto heard the snick of 
her seatbelt being buckled before she spoke again. “I have 
people looking for him besides you and no one has seen 
him. The usual places he goes for food and shelter, he 
hasn’t been there for a few days. It’s very worrisome. I am 
going to bring that boy home and keep him. He needs a 
mother, a family.” 


Otto was glad the weird tension had dissipated. He 
didn’t want to know what Naran had been about to say, but 
he thought he was going to have to find out eventually. If by 
some manner she knew what he was, Otto told himself he 
had nothing to fear from her. Naran was one of the best 
people Otto had ever met. He did trust her, as much as he 
trusted any non-shifter. 


Right now he would prefer to keep her talking about 
other things until he had time to consider the ramifications 
of her knowing about shifters, if that was the case. He’d 
rather be prepared than not. 


Otto just hoped she didn’t ask him to shift and hunt 
for Ochir. He didn’t know what he would do then. 


Chapter Eight 


Tim tried to find a more comfortable way to sit as 
Steve drove along the narrow dirt road. Dane smirked at 
him and Tim flipped him off. He gave Dane a smug grin of 
his own because Dane had been dying to grill him about 
Otto and Steve, gods bless him, hadn’t left them alone 
together long enough for Dane to get many details. Tim 
was kind of surprised Dane hadn’t asked a bunch of 
embarrassing questions in front of Steve anyway. 


Of course, the way Tim was squirming in his seat 
probably answered most of Dane’s questions. 


Tim turned his nose up at Dane and leant forward to 
peer around him and look at Steve. “Do you really think a 
rockslide took out the camera?” 


Steve glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. 
“Don’t you?” 


“Why wouldn’t you?” Dane asked before Tim could 
answer. 


He settled for a shrug as he sat back. Tim couldn’t 
very well tell Steve he was certain he’d caught a whiff of 
another person there. It was very faint, and foul which was 
likely why Tim could still smell it. He’d found the odour on 


a few of the larger rocks that had rolled down the mountain 
and wiped out the camera. They hadn’t been able to find 
more than an inch or two of metal and a small part of the 
lens. 


Even the bolts used to hold the camera in place were 
gone. And Tim believed they were just that, gone. Someone 
had deliberately left a scene to make them think an 
avalanche had wiped out the camera, but Tim wasn’t 
buying it. Not with the stink of man and those missing 
bolts. Tim should have been able to find them, and okay, 
maybe he’d overlooked them. He supposed they could be 
under a boulder. But he didn’t think so. 


His senses were telling him the whole scene had been 
set up for them. They’d not found any hint of snow 
leopards, either, no scat or markings, no prints—nothing. 
Tim had wanted to move some of the bigger rocks, but two 
things stopped him. 


One, his shoulders were sore from the bites Otto had 
given him. Just thinking about them made Tim’s dick hard, 
so he quickly moved on to the second reason. He was 
stronger than the average human, and if he’d exhibited that 
strength, Dane would have become suspicious. Oh, Tim 
wasn’t anything like superhero strong, but he definitely 
could lift more than a man his size should be able to. Dane 
was damn sure sharp enough to notice it, too, which was 
why Tim had always been careful to restrain himself 
physically with Dane and around him. 


“You’re going back to Otto’s place?” 


Tim pulled himself out of his musings and looked at 
Dane. “Yeah.” Dane flicked a glance down and Tim realised 
he was hurt. No wonder, in less than twenty-four hours I’ve 
become completely wrapped up in Otto and have all but 
abandoned my best friend. Fuck, I’m a jackass. 


Hoping Otto would be okay with it, Tim smiled at 
Dane and bumped his shoulder. “You can come with me for 
a while. I know you’ve been dying to ask me questions.” 


“Oh God,” Steve muttered. 


Dane squealed and bounced in his seat. Tim was 
surprised he didn’t clap his hands. “Man, you don’t know 
how hard it’s been not to tease you about the way you’ve 
been walking—” 


“Dane!” Tim was going to just combust from sheer 
embarrassment. He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the 
bridge of his nose. His skin felt hot under his hand. 


“Whoops. Sorry?” Dane rubbed his back. “Sorry 
Steve, really. I get a little exuberant.” 


“T hadn’t noticed,” Steve said dryly. 


“I can stop holding back,” Dane offered with so much 
sarcastic sweetness in his voice it made Tim’s teeth ache. 


“I can stop the truck and tie you to the hood,” Steve 
countered, and Tim opened his eyes as he gave a startled 


laugh. He hadn’t expected that from Steve. 


Dane opened his mouth and shut it a few times before 
grinning at Steve. “Fine, you win that round, but tomorrow 
I will have all sorts of raunchy ammo to accidentally 
discharge.” 


Steve grimaced and even Tim wasn’t sure if Dane 
meant something more with the discharge comment. One 
thing was certain, he wasn’t going to ask, and Steve 
wouldn’t either. 


“Yeah, that was a bit...more than I meant it to be,” 
Dane said into the silence following his threat. “I wouldn’t 
really—I mean, that’s just gross. Sometimes my mouth and 
brain totally synch when they shouldn’t and annihilate my 
manners.” 


“Are you taking responsibility for your words or 
making an excuse? I can’t tell at this point.” 


Dane huffed and set his bangs to fluttering. “I’m 
taking responsibility, but hell, it isn’t like I killed anyone or 
anything.” 


When Steve laughed Dane did too, although he 
sounded more relieved than happy. Tim settled in and 
listened to the two of them banter back and forth. Steve’s 
grandfatherly looks were deceptive because the man had a 
sharp wit he didn’t hesitate to batter Dane with when 
necessary. Tim enjoyed knowing someone could nail Dane 


periodically. Verbally, because just about any interested and 
attractive guy could nail him sexually. 


The pinch of jealousy Tim usually felt over Dane’s 
sexual freedom wasn’t there now, and Tim knew why. The 
throb in his ass reminded him of the night before, and the 
morning, and filled him with a bubbling anticipation for the 
evening ahead of him and Otto. Would Otto let him fuck 
him? Tim’s ass was out of commission for a day or two, but 
he wanted Otto back inside him as soon as possible. He 
intended to suck Otto until the man shattered for him, then 
Tim wanted to get him hard all over again and— 


“Huh, wonder what Otto’s doing coming out this 


way.” 

Tim’s eyes flew open when he heard Steve, but if they 
hadn’t then they sure would have when Steve laid on the 
horn. 


“Jesus, are you trying to make my ears bleed?” Dane 
snarked. 


Tim would have loved to point out it was worse for 
him but couldn’t. Steve jerked his hand off the horn and 
shot an apologetic look his way. “Sorry.” 


Steve pulled the truck over and Tim watched the 
headlights of the oncoming vehicle until his eyes watered. 
He was still seeing white splotches when someone opened 
his door from the outside. 


Otto’s scent rushed in on the evening breeze and Tim 
shivered as much from the chill in the air as from his 
lover’s sudden appearance. He ignored Dane and Steve as 
he unbuckled, and within seconds he was being half-lifted 
from the vehicle. The moment his feet hit the ground, Otto 
kissed him, cradling Tim’s face with both hands and 
plundering his mouth, turning it from something sweet to a 
carnal act that threatened to have Tim coming in his pants. 


Tim’s cock pulsed, pre-cum leaking from the slit as 
Otto moaned into his mouth. He grabbed onto Otto’s hips 
and moved what little he could, which wasn’t much since 
he was pinned between the truck and a wall of hard male 
flesh. Otto shuddered and lifted his head. He panted 
against Tim’s temple, warming him there even as the 
moisture from his breath made Tim’s hair feel damp and 
heavy. 


“T rate it a nine.” 


Tim didn’t think his tongue would work just then so 
he ignored Dane’s comment. He propped his chin on Otto’s 
shoulder instead and only then became aware of a petite 
woman standing a few feet behind Otto. 


“Uh.” Tim clenched his hands on Otto’s hips. The 
woman was pretty, dressed in a pair of baggy jeans and a 
dark sweater. Her hair was pulled up into a painful-looking 
bun, and she was watching them with more than a hint of 
impatience, with her thin arms crossed over her chest as 
she tapped one foot. “Otto?” Tim squeaked out, and yes, his 


tongue felt like a brick in his mouth. Probably he should 
have tried the mental link think, but his brain was 
scrambled from that kiss. 


Otto must have understood anyway, because he 
moved back enough to give Tim a reassuring smile. He 
smoothed Tim’s forehead, which Tim took to mean he was 
frowning, since he always got a pair of wrinkles on his brow 
when he did so. Otto glanced behind him and turned 
partially, keeping his erect dick nestled against Tim. 


“Naran doesn’t speak English, but I’m pretty sure she 
understands most of it.” 


Naran scowled and burst out a rapid fire string of 
words. Otto nodded and Tim could feel his dick softening 
just like Otto’s was where he was pressed to Tim. Dane got 
out along with Steve. Dane glared at Naran. “Chill out, 
woman. Wherever you two were off to, it isn’t hurting you 
to let the lovers have a moment.” 


Naran obviously did understand English and just as 
obviously didn’t appreciate Dane’s scolding. Tim didn’t 
know what she said, but if it was as mean as it sounded, he 
was surprised Dane didn’t fall over dead on the spot. Dane 
laughed and started to reply but Otto clamped a hand over 
his mouth. 


“Not now, Dane. Naran is right. We need to get going, 
a boy’s life could depend on us. I shouldn’t have let my 


needs interfere with our search, but I couldn’t—” Otto 
stopped and peered into Tim’s eyes. 


“I understand. I think I would have begged Steve to 
turn the vehicle around and follow you.” Tim could see that 
Otto had heard his thought, saw the warmth flooding Otto’s 
gaze and warming the space between them. Out loud Tim 
said, “Let me come help you.” Two shifters would be able to 
cover more ground even in human form due to their 
heightened senses. 


“I want to come help too,” Dane chimed in, which set 
off Naran. Otto spun around and slashed a hand through 
the air. “Naran! The more people to help, the better, right?” 


Steve interjected with a desire to help search as well. 


Naran’s expression was well past mulish but after a 
few seconds she nodded. “Ass rides with Steve.” 


“Witch does too speak English,” Dane grumbled. 
“Like I would want to ride with her. She’d probably put 
some penis-withering spell on me or something.” 


“What makes you think she’s a witch?” Tim thought 
Dane sounded a little too sincere with the accusation. 


Dane shrugged. “Just a feeling. Believe it or not, 
there’s several Wiccans in my family, and most of them are 
pretty cool. I have a couple of cousins who think it’s even 
more cool to dip into the dark arts, though. Idiots. And I 
don’t really think Naran is one of the dark witches, but she 


has this air of power my Wiccan relatives do. I shouldn’t 
judge, though, right?” 


“She’s probably very nice, just stressed and worried 
about the boy we need to be looking for.” 


Dane nodded at Tim. “Got it. I will shut up and ride 
with Steve, who can fill me in on what this is about since he 
didn’t look surprised to hear Naran or Otto mentioning it.” 


Dane had a point. Tim and Otto didn’t really know 
each other, and they certainly hadn’t talked much at all 
during their night together. They probably wouldn’t have 
chatted for long tonight, either, judging by the desire that 
had roared up between them the instant they saw each 
other. In fact, Tim thought with a smirk, conversations 
might be in short order for a while. He’d best use this 
opportunity wisely. 


Naran had climbed in the back seat, which surprised 
Tim for some reason. He guessed he’d thought she was 
kind of mean, but Dane could provoke the most patient of 
people. Tim got in and twisted around to offer his hand to 
Naran. “Hi, I’m Tim Trujillo.” 


Naran looked startled but she eventually shook his 
hand. “Naran.” Introduction over, she sat back and stared 
out the passenger window as Otto pulled the truck onto the 
narrow road. 


“Who are we looking for?” Tim asked after a moment. 
He manoeuvred around in his seat until he had one leg up 


and his back almost fully to the door. Otto’s profile was 
worthy of being sculpted, he decided. 


Otto curved his lips up just the slightest bit. “No, not 
really, but thank you.” Tim realised then Otto had picked up 
on his thought. “The boy we are looking for, Ochir, was 
approached by a man who claimed to have poached snow 
leopard parts.” 


Tim blanched and listened as Otto talked, and by the 
time they arrived at the search point, Tim felt nauseated. 
“So this is what you do, go after poachers?” 


“Yes, but not just those who hunt snow leopards. 
Poaching is a huge problem everywhere, but especially 
here, since so many people believe the animals have 
magical or medicinal properties they honestly don’t. 
Education is key but as long as there are great sums of 
money offered for the antiquated superstitions and beliefs, 
there’s got to be people going after the poachers 
themselves.” 


Naran said something as she gestured. Otto grunted. 
“Naran has a valid point. The people who purchase the 
illegal items must be made to understand the damage 
they’re causing. Although Naran’s solution is a bit harsher 
than the government would go for.” 


Tim cocked his head, not sure he wanted to know. 


Dane, who’d been standing with Steve, filled him in. 
“I agree with her, though. She thinks the poachers and the 


people who buy the animal parts should all be rendered 
into pieces and powders and everything else just like is 
done to the animals. Seems an effective deterrent to me.” 


“I’m not surprised you’d agree,” Tim started, 
hesitating when Naran narrowed her eyes at him. “I think 
educating people is the best deterrent. Maybe those 
involved, at least in the purchasing end, aren’t aware of the 
enormity of what they are participating in.” 


Everyone looked at him with something harsher than 
skepticism. “What?” Tim asked, trying not to shrink under 
their stares. “I hate violence, and I think most people can 
learn to think in a broader manner than they do. Surely no 
one wants to destroy our planet, which is what would 
happen if we totally screw up the ecology.” 


Otto’s expression eased up, and something warm 
flickered in his dark eyes. “You really believe that?” 


The way Otto asked, the soft note lingering in his 
voice, didn’t make Tim feel he was being mocked at all. 
Instead, he thought Otto was pleased with him. “I do. I 
have to. What kind of world would this be if people were 
hateful and so narrow-minded and selfish in general? Not a 
world I’d want to be a part of. Besides, most of the people 
I’ve met have been open, caring individuals. There’s always 
going to be jerks, but overall I believe there’s more good 
than bad.” 


Naran harrumphed and rattled off a slew of words as 
Otto draped an arm over Tim’s shoulders and pulled him 
close. Tim shivered when Otto kissed his temple. A strong, 
cold breeze swooshed over them and he snuggled against 
Otto. 


“Naran suggests we get started looking and talk 
philosophy another time,” Otto murmured. “She’s very 
worried about Ochir.” 


“As She should be. I can’t imagine a young boy on his 
own in a place like this. Or anywhere.” Tim had always had 
family around. Even when he’d been in college there’d been 
several cousins going too. Even coming to Mongolia, he’d 
had someone he knew well with him. To be totally alone in 
the world was something he thought would be terrifying. 
“We aren’t too far from the Vengi Pass.” Tim shot Otto a 
meaningful look. He’d detected no hint of anyone still 
around other than him, Steve and Dane, but he hadn’t been 
looking for a kid, either. Tim touched his nose and shook 
his head slightly. “I didn’t smell anyone other than this fetid 
lingering scent that made me think someone deliberately 
took out the camera.” 


“Can Tim and I have a moment?” Otto asked. “Dad, 
you can sort of map out a search pattern since we’re doing 
this in the dark and you’re as familiar with the area as I 
am.” Otto pulled Tim aside. “What do you mean, there was 
a fetid scent and you think the camera was tampered 
with?” 


Tim frowned and studied the ground. Not much to 
see in the first place, and even less in the dark. “I mean, 
the camera set up in the pass is gone. There’s only bits and 
pieces and I couldn’t even find the bolts. There’s rocks all 
over, like an avalanche came down, but I just...it doesn’t 
feel right. I don’t know how else to explain it. Maybe it was 
that funky odour I told you about.” Tim looked up at Otto. 
“Do you think maybe it was the poacher you’re looking 
for?” 


“I hope not.” Otto bit his bottom lip then released it, 
causing it to shine with saliva and Tim wanted to suck on it 
until Otto squirmed. “But I’m thinking there are too many 
coincidences. The smell—was it odd, unlike anything you’ve 
encountered before, but still human?” 


Tim bobbed his head. “Yeah, but it was faint. Still 
pungent enough to hang around though. It was almost like 
a rotted odour, something decaying and left out in the sun. 
Sorry,” he tacked on when Otto grimaced. “Didn’t mean to 
get too, er, detailed there.” 


“No, no you told me exactly what I needed to know. 
That describes to a T the scent I was following yesterday 
when I met you.” 


Tim’s stomach plummeted and fear made his 
fingertips tingle. “So it is the same person.” 


“T think it has to be.” 


Tim clutched at Otto’s arm. “We couldn’t find the 
cubs, not a hint of them or their mama. We’re hoping they 
ran off, but you said the poacher mentioned s-special snow 
leopards?” Why did he feel so cold all of a sudden? A sense 
of foreboding was pressing down on him and Tim almost 
couldn’t breathe for the weight of it. 


“We'll find them, and the people we’re looking for, 
Ochir and the poacher.” Otto hugged him and vigorously 
rubbed Tim’s arms. “Let’s look and see if maybe Ochir is 
here. There are several caves he could be in.” 


Since Tim and Otto had superior senses, they split 
into two groups, Steve accompanying Tim and Dane for 
some reason choosing to go off with Otto and Naran. 
“Behave yourself,” Tim warned him. Dane winked and 
trotted over to his search mates. 


“They’ll be all right,” Steve said. “Otto will smack 
their heads together if they bicker too much.” 


Tim snorted but didn’t argue. Steve turned on the 
flashlight. “I know you don’t need it, but for appearances 
sake we should have it out.” Steve tipped his head up and 
squinted. “The moonlight is pretty bright. Eh, I’m still 
turning it on.” He did so and shone the beam of light away 
from them. “Have you ever considered telling Dane?” 


Tim whipped his head up. He’d been watching where 
he walked since there were loose rocks all over the place. 
“What? No, why would I do that? If it were just myself, well 


I think I would trust Dane enough, but it’s not just me. 
There’s my family to consider.” Was he a bad friend? 


“Down this way, okay? If you can check for anything 
suspicious, like you were doing today. You are certain the 
avalanche was man-made?” Steve stumbled and Tim 
grabbed his forearm to steady him. “And for what it’s 
worth, I do think Dane is trustworthy. There are a few 
regular humans—people not mated to shifters, in other 
words—who know about them. It’s a matter of trusting 
yourself, your judgement as well as your senses, as much as 
it is about trusting who you confide in. We do need friends 
and allies in all walks of life.” 


Tim was trying to process all of that and still keep his 
senses alert for a hidden boy. He settled for answering the 
easiest part of Steve’s questions, though he supposed Steve 
hadn’t really been asking about the trusting others piece of 
the speech. 


“Yes, I do, and Otto said the scent I described 
smelling, the rank odour I’ve never encountered before, 
sounds exactly like the one he was following the other 
night.” Something moved off to the left and Tim stopped, 
holding up a hand to signal for silence. Even though it was 
only a rodent, Tim watched it then tracked back the 
direction it had likely come from. Deciding it must have 
been lurking in a small brushy area, Tim discounted it as 
being a hiding spot for Ochir and continued talking and 
walking. 


“With my abilities, I should have been able to find 
more of the camera, but I think that’s a no-go since 
someone stole it. I don’t even believe what we found 
belonged to the camera left here.” Steve had mentioned 
trusting his senses, and Tim was trying to do just that. “I 
believe someone took the camera, for whatever reasons. 
Maybe there was proof on it of their wrongdoing,” gods he 
hoped not. He feared for the snow leopard cubs and their 
mama. “Or maybe it was sold for cash, I don’t know. I have 
a really bad feeling about it, though, and from what Otto 
told me about Ochir hiding, I think he needs to be found 
and kept safe.” 


Steve hummed as he moved the flashlight back and 
forth over the area they were searching. “I agree. Do you 
think Ochir is here?” 


Tim sniffed in every direction before answering. “I 
don’t think so, but I don’t know the kid, either. Seems like a 
weird place to hang out, or hide out.” 


“There’s always the chance whoever took the camera 
also took Ochir. What if...” 


Steve didn’t finish the sentence and he didn’t need to. 
Tim’s mind spun with a dozen horrifying scenarios. What if 
Ochir was being kept somewhere out here, bound or hurt 
or dead? 


“Don’t think that,” Otto’s voice rumbled in his head. 
“The rotten scent wasn’t Ochir’s. The boy was seen after 


this camera was taken down. I can tell because of how 
weak the lingering odour is. Got to be closer to a month 
than not since the poacher was here.” 


Tim felt a wave of relief so great he was dizzy from it. 
He clutched at Steve’s shoulder and passed along Otto’s 
message. Steve grinned even as he patted Tim’s hand. 
“That’s a nifty mate ability, isn’t it? Lona and I can do it 
sometimes, but it’s sketchy. As for the camera, could be a 
month has gone by. Every time I tried to get up here with 
the last two doctors who were in the programme, 
something went wrong, it seemed.” 


Steve gestured towards a particularly rough looking 
area several yards away. “There’s a trail up there and it 
leads to several small cavernous openings. Let’s check it 
out, then if we still haven’t found the kid, we’re calling it a 
night here.” 


Chapter Nine 


“We can keep looking,” Tim offered. 


Naran shook her head and Otto turned and headed 
towards his truck. Dane and Steve had already left, Dane 
having given up on grilling Tim tonight after all. Otto was 
frustrated and worried, and he knew Tim was tired and 
sore. He felt guilty for being relieved that Naran didn’t 
want to continue, but she was right. They weren’t going to 
do anyone any good at all if they were too exhausted to 
function. 


“Come on, let’s go home.” 


Tim hesitated for a second then beamed at him. He 
obviously liked the idea of Otto’s place being home. Otto 
worried though he tried to keep it hidden from Tim. He 
knew Tim was close to his family, and Otto was likewise 
close to his. How were they going to make this mating 
work? 


“We'll figure it out,” Tim murmured beside him, and 
Otto knew his attempted subterfuge was a bust. “Six 
months there, six months here, or a few months at a time. 
It won’t necessarily be easy, but it'll be worth it, won’t it?” 


“Of course,” Otto answered without having to think 
about it. “You are worth it.” He knew it was only a matter 
of time before he was soul-deep in love with his mate. “And 
you’re right. I’ve taken several trips to the US since I 
moved back here.” 


Tim got in and after checking on Naran, who seemed 
to be pointedly ignoring them—perhaps to give them the 
illusion of privacy—he turned back to Otto. “I’ve noticed 
you only have a faint accent, and your English is excellent, 
but I guess that’s no surprise with your dad and all.” 


Otto started the truck and let his mind wander back 
to his youth. “Yes, my parents insisted we speak Khalkha, 
Turkic, Russian and English fluently. I also know bits of 
other languages.” 


“I do well to remember proper English,” Tim scoffed. 


Otto got the truck in gear then reached for and 
caught Tim’s hand. “You’re very hard on yourself, Tim. Did 
someone bully you, or tell you you weren’t an amazing 
man?” He wanted Tim to be as confident in himself as Otto 
was. 


Tim squeezed his hand then interlocked their fingers. 
“No one but myself, I guess. I mean, you have to 
understand, I come from an incredible family, and everyone 
but me and my cousin Oscar are the hulking, handsome 
brunettes with gorgeous green-ish coloured eyes. Seriously, 
even most of my female cousins are stronger than I am.” 


“There’s nothing wrong with your build at all,” Otto 
said, confused as to why Tim would think so. “You have 
long, lean muscles, more graceful than the bulk people like 
me carry. It doesn’t mean you are any weaker. Indeed, your 
strength is subtle yet enduring, whereas the more muscular 
types can tire easily. It’s muscle, but it’s still additional 
weight piled onto our bodies.” 


Otto brought their joined hands up to stroke Tim’s 
cheek. “As for the rest, I love your golden blond hair and 
smoky blue eyes. They are an intriguing mix of blue and 
grey, and I want to study them, watch the way the grey 
starburst widens and flares when passion takes you over. 
How can green-ish eyes compare to that? And why would 
you want to look like everyone else? Wouldn’t you rather be 
unique?” 


Instead of answering, Tim brushed kisses over Otto’s 
knuckles. Otto hoped what he said would sink in, but 
meanwhile he wanted Tim to know him just as he wanted to 
know Tim. The best way to do that was to talk, and since 
Otto fully intended to jump Tim’s bones as soon as they got 
home, now seemed a good time to converse. 


“My parents sent me to live with my uncle, James 
Otto Marquat, once I turned twelve. Just for the school 
terms,” Otto clarified. “And obviously, James is who I’m 
named after. He and Dad are twins, but Uncle James and 
his wife Kay never had kids, so they got me for most of the 
year until I graduated from the private school I went to. I 
went to college at the University of Wisconsin then came 


back here to live. I still visit Uncle James and Aunt Kay a 
couple of times a year, but they live in Florida now.” 


“Must be nice, knowing your heritage like you do,” 
Tim mused. Tim twisted around and studied Naran. Otto 
concentrated on her as well and ascertained she was 
asleep. The soft snores she was emitting helped with the 
diagnosis. Still, when Tim spoke his voice was barely even a 
whisper. Otto wouldn’t have been able to hear him without 
the sharpened senses he had. “My grandmother Marybeth 
was born in the Himalayas, and her entire shifter clan was 
slaughtered when she was just a kid. The hunters who 
killed them thought they were just snow leopards, and—” 
Tim cut off on a curse word. “Okay, I can see where Naran 
might have a point about how to deal with people involved 
in poaching on the buying or selling end. Still, I think it was 
just the way things were done, which doesn’t make it right 
at all, but the hunters are the ones who found Grandma in 
her human form, that of a six year old girl, and they took 
her and raised her. When she was older she met Vincent, 
my grandpa, and they fell in love, or were mates, I suppose. 
They moved to Colorado and Grandma just was too young 
when she lost her family. She knew very little about us.” 


Otto thought of the stories he had heard of a clan 
being wiped out in the Himalayas. The time period sounded 
right. He was sorry it’d been Tim’s family it had happened 
to, sorry it had happened at all, of course. 


Naran snorted in her sleep, then coughed and 
sputtered before lurching forward. “Drop me off at the 


shop, please,” she asked and Otto agreed. She probably 
had left her vehicle there. 


The silence in the vehicle was only mildly 
uncomfortable, but more from the lust springing to a more 
powerful life between he and Tim. Even Naran seemed 
affected as her scent grew stronger with arousal. She 
glared at him in the rearview and Otto had the sensation 
again of her knowing. Maybe she did, because the next 
glare was at Tim and Naran smacked the backs of both of 
their seats. 


“Stop it!” 


Tim yelped and clawed at his headrest as he twisted 
around in his seat. “What? What’d I do?” 


Naran turned up her nose and thumped Otto’s seat 
again. She spoke in a rapid-fire burst that even he had 
trouble understanding, but he did manage to eventually 
translate it for Tim—once Otto stopped laughing. “She said 
she is a lesbian and doesn’t feel attraction to men at all but 
between the two of us making crazy lust eyes at each other, 
she’s getting turned on and it’s creeping her the fuck out.” 


Naran spoke again and this time actually poked the 
back of Otto’s head for emphasis. “Ouch! Stop it, woman. 
She also said the pheromones are choking her.” 


“I’m sorry?” Tim questioned. “Uh, I can think of 
someone who repulses me, like this one guy trying for his 


party’s presidential nomination... Or actually, I can think of 
several of them. Uck.” 


Otto saw Tim shudder in his peripheral vision. “You 
don’t have to go that far. I wouldn’t want you totally out of 
the mood.” 


“They’d about do it,” Tim muttered. “Why is she 
staring at me?” 


“You funny,” Naran answered. “Stop. I go here.” 


Otto stopped the truck. They were still a few minutes 
from the shop. “Are you sure? It’s no problem to drive you 
on down a few more blocks and make a turn.” 


“It’s fine. I’m a big girl and have walked these streets 
plenty on my own.” Naran got out but stopped before 
shutting the door. “Thank you.” 


“You're welcome,” Otto replied. Naran closed the 
door and waved. 


“Should we stay until she reaches the shop?” 


Otto had planned on it, but Naran turned down a side 
street. Well, he was sure she had friends of her own to visit. 
She didn’t seem to be in a rush. “I’m guessing not.” 


“Me either.” Tim reached over and rubbed Otto’s 
balls with enough force to border on uncomfortable. It was 
a fine line and Tim managed it perfectly. “So let’s get to 
your place. Are you going to let me have you tonight?” 


Otto laughed, then choked on it when Tim 
unbuttoned his jeans. 


“Gonna let me have you now?” 


Like Otto would say no when Tim was reaching in and 
freeing his cock. Tim grunted and shoved at Otto’s pants 
and got his balls up enough to lean over and lick. 


“Fucking hell,” Otto rasped, jerking the steering 
wheel as a bolt of heat shot up his dick. His ass hole 
clenched as he anticipated having Tim fuck him hard and 
deep. Tim sucked on a nut and it was all Otto could do to 
keep his eyes open. He grabbed a handful of Tim’s hair and 
held his head in place. “Suck ‘em both. Let me feel your 
teeth—” 


That was as far as Otto got before he started panting, 
his chest heaving with each breath. Tim laved his balls at 
the same time he rubbed the slick head of Otto’s dick. Otto 
whimpered in frustration. He didn’t want to tell Tim to quit, 
but he couldn’t drive like this. 


He didn’t have to do either, he realised, some 
desperate part of his mind zinging a message to him. Otto 
pulled up beside a row of empty buildings in various 
crumbling states. He left the truck running but put it in 
neutral and set the brake. 


Tim murmured his approval over Otto’s balls, and 
Otto felt frantically for the seat lever. He found it and 
pushed. 


“Yeah, baby, spread for me,” Tim urged, pulling at 
Otto’s pants. 


Otto couldn’t spread very well at all, but he did slide 
down and tip his hips up. Tim grinned at him and licked his 
lips. “Now I’m gonna blow your fucking mind.” 


Tim rolled his balls and tugged, drawing a gasp from 
Otto. He closed his eyes as wet heat engulfed his cock. 
Perfect suction and an agile tongue had Otto grabbing at 
Tim again. Tim didn’t pause sucking him down, taking Otto 
into his throat and swallowing. Those tight, slick muscles 
constricted around Otto’s dick at the same time Tim 
wedged a finger against his ass hole. 


Otto gave a strangled grunt as Tim pushed the digit 
in. The dry burn only added fuel to the fire raging through 
Otto. He fisted his fingers in Tim’s hair and jerked his hips 
up, fucking Tim’s mouth. 


Tim let him for a moment, then he sucked up Otto’s 
dick and speared his tongue into the wide slit. Tim twisted 
and pushed and worked a second digit into Otto as he 
licked and suckled Otto’s tip. 


Heated thoughts and images passed between them. 
Otto embraced Tim’s thoughts, his desires shared through 
their mental link. Tim wanted to finger fuck him wide open, 
spread Otto’s hole until he begged for Tim’s cock. He 
wanted to mark Otto, to bite and scratch and bruise as he 
held onto him. 
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“God, yes,” Otto shouted, grabbing onto Tim even 
tighter. He thrust up, burying his shaft in Tim’s mouth, in 
his throat as Tim speared another finger into his ass. “Fuck 
me!” Otto felt like his entire body drew tight and bowed as 
a rapturous sensation infused his being. He jerked and 
keened as he pumped several hot spurts of cum into Tim’s 
mouth. Tim’s loud gulps and lewd slurping kept Otto’s dick 
from ever going completely soft, though he did whimper 
and pull away when he became too sensitive for more than 
the slightest touch. 


“You taste perfect,” Tim told him. The next thing Otto 
knew, Tim was half-way on him, plunging his tongue into 
Otto’s mouth. At some point he had to have removed his 
fingers from Otto’s ass, but he didn’t know when. He 
couldn’t think about things like that when Tim was sharing 
the flavour of Otto’s spunk with him, moaning and grinding 
against Otto with ever-increasing need. 


“I have to fuck you,” Tim panted out in two breaths. 
“Very soon. Drive, unless you want me to drag you out and 
bend you over the hood.” 


The idea had its merits, but they weren’t in a 
secluded enough area. “I’d yell loud enough to have 
everyone come running as soon as you slammed that fat 
cock into me.” 


Tim grunted and flopped back into his seat. “Don’t 
pull them up,” he said when Otto reached for his pants. “I 
want to look at you while you drive.” 


It took Otto two attempts to gather enough saliva in 
his dry mouth to answer, and even then it was more of a 
croak than anything else. “Okay.” 


Tim not only watched him, he kept touching Otto, 
stroking his leg, cupping his balls, caressing the soft skin 
behind them. Otto figured it took him twice as long to drive 
to his place as it should have. Once he parked the truck he 
asked Tim, “Now can I pull up my pants? The sooner we get 
inside, the sooner you get inside me.” 


Tim glanced around. Otto had neighbours on either 
side, but neither of them were very close to him. Still, it 
was possible they could see him, and if they did so while his 
junk was flapping in the breeze, they would not be cool 
with it. 


“Fine,” Tim groused. “Get them up and get in the 
house. I want you in the shower so I can lick every inch of 
your body.” 


“Christ,” Otto mumbled as he dropped the keys in the 
floorboard. He’d envisioned Tim kneeling behind him, 
eating Otto’s ass until Otto screamed. 


“I plan on it,” Tim said. He leaned over and fished for 
the keys, licking Otto’s dick as he did so. Otto squirmed 
and thought he was going to blow another load all over 
Tim, but he didn’t. Tim sat up and waved the keys. “Hurry 
up.” He punctuated the command with a harsh kiss that set 
Otto’s balls to tingling. Otto nearly injured himself trying to 


get his cock and balls tucked away, so eager was he to 
experience everything Tim had planned for him. 


As soon as they were inside, Tim grabbed him and 
propelled him to the bathroom. Otto liked the take-charge 
attitude Tim was displaying. He hadn’t thought he’d be the 
type of person who did, but then again, he figured anything 
Tim wanted to do to him, with him, would be fine. 


“Strip. I’m going to start the shower.” 


Tim got the water going while Otto removed his 
clothes. Then he got to watch Tim undress, which was 
pretty spectacular. Tim truly was gorgeous, his muscles 
defined without being bulky, giving him the lean grace Otto 
had told him he had. When Tim stretched his arms up as he 
pulled off his shirt, Otto couldn’t help himself. He stepped 
over and captured one dark pink nipple in his mouth. 


“Fucking hell,” Tim yelped. He brought his arms 
down around Otto’s head, almost covering him since the 
shirt was still caught on Tim’s wrists. “Yeah, suck it harder, 
baby. Give me some teeth.” 


Otto growled and bit down. Tim cursed again and 
pressed Otto’s face to his chest. “Harder! Pinch the other 


5 


one. 


Otto twisted and pulled on Tim’s nipple while he bit 
and licked the other. He used his other hand to cup Tim’s 
balls. Tim spread his legs and Otto pressed on his sac, 
bringing it up against Tim’s body. 


“Fuck yes, make me feel you.” Tim pulled at Otto’s 
hair demandingly. “Just like you want to feel me.” 


Otto wanted to feel Tim in every cell of his body. He 
had worried about Tim being too sore for much rough play, 
but Tim seemed determined to take this to a level they 
were both craving. 


Otto eased his fingers back to Tim’s pucker. The skin 
there felt hot, maybe even tender. He pressed against it 
and Tim spun them both, slamming Otto’s back to the wall. 
He grabbed onto the towel bar. Tim grabbed his chin and 
turned Otto’s head aside. Otto’s heart slammed in his chest 
when Tim growled. He saw them then, the elongated 
canines, and his muscles clenched as if they had a mind of 
their own. 


Tim licked his lips and Otto arched his neck in 
offering. Tim growled and struck, no warning nips or 
kisses. He sank his teeth in deep, and Otto felt like he’d 
been electrocuted, so great was the mix of pleasure and 
pain that encompassed him. It consumed Otto from the 
inside out and shot from his cock in jets of semen as Tim 
sucked and marked him. If Tim hadn’t locked an arm 
around his hips, Otto would have slid in a boneless heap to 
the floor. 


As it was, he feared he’d lost consciousness for a few 
seconds, then he decided he didn’t care if he had. Tim was 
still holding him, nuzzling now the bite on Otto’s shoulder. 
Otto was drained, sated in a way he’d never been before, 


but a glance down at the thick rod searing his hip let him 
know Tim still hadn’t come. 


“Not until I’m buried deep in your ass,” Tim told him, 
“and I’m going to fuck you then until you come a third time. 
Maybe even a fourth if I can hold out long enough. Or rH 
just get hard again. I’ve got a few climaxes in me for 
tonight.” 


Chapter Ten 


Possibly even more than a few. Tim was raging inside 
to sheath himself in Otto’s tight ass, but he was trying to 
take it slow enough not to hurt Otto. Although, Otto did 
seem to like a bit of pain. 


“T do,” Otto admitted. “But I don’t want to be unable 
to walk tomorrow.” 


Tim thought of how sore his ass was, which wasn’t an 
unbearable amount of pain, but he didn’t want Otto feeling 
any worse than he did. “Okay, get your sexy ass in the 
shower. Hopefully we still have some hot water.” 


“I have an awesome hot water heater,” Otto said. Tim 
helped him into the shower, because he didn’t think Otto 
seemed too steady on his feet yet. Then Tim got in and 
pressed his chest to Otto’s back. Otto was taller than he 
was, but with an adjustment in his stance, Otto was able to 
arch and rub his butt over Tim’s groin. Tim leant back and 
landed a solid slap to one taut cheek. His hand stung, 
Otto’s ass was so firm. He didn’t think he’d smacked Otto 
too hard, but he tipped his head down and checked. A 
flaming red handprint marred Otto’s skin. 


“Too much?” Tim asked, since Otto hadn’t made a 
sound. 


“No,” Otto answered, his voice raw with rebuilding 
need. “More.” 


Tim huffed, his breath hitting Otto’s wet neck. Goose 
bumps broke out the spot he’d exhaled and Tim licked them 
away. He kept on licking right down Otto’s spine, pausing 
to suck the divot there at the base of it, right above his 
crack. 


“Please, Tim, ah.” Otto’s words turned into a sibilant 
sound as Tim spread his cheeks. He stared at the dark ring 
of muscle, so small and, he knew, so tight. A fine smattering 
of hair circled it, a part of the downy trail in Otto’s crack. 


Tim’s mouth watered. He loved men, loved them in all 
sizes and hadn’t had a strong preference before, but this 
hairy covering Otto had was something Tim was quickly 
coming to adore. 


Then again, he adored everything about Otto, at 
least, everything he knew about him so far. They would 
surely eventually have disagreements, pet peeves, but Tim 
didn’t care to dwell on that shit. Instead he cupped Otto’s 
left ass cheek and rubbed his fingertips over the puckered 
skin in his cleft. He nibbled and bit Otto’s other cheek. 


Otto moaned loudly and bent at the waist, bracing his 
hands on the wall. Tim rubbed and rubbed over his ass hole 
until the skin there became darker and plumped up with 


the stimulation. Only then did Tim lean in and lap at the 
hole. The instant his mate’s flavour hit his tongue, Tim’s 
cock began leaking pre-cum. He shoved aside his own 
pleasure and focused on driving Otto out of his mind. 


Tim sealed his lips around Otto’s pucker and sucked. 
The shout that came from Otto encouraged him to do it 
again, so he did. He gently scraped his teeth over the 
wrinkled skin then pulled Otto’s clenching cheeks further 
apart. Tim pressed in harder and pushed his tongue into 
Otto’s hole. 


Otto keened and slapped at the wall. He yelled and 
cursed and begged as Tim tongue fucked him. When Tim 
curled his tongue inside to tug at Otto’s rim, Otto’s legs 
shook so bad he feared Otto would topple over. 


Tim surged up, keeping a hand on Otto’s lower back 
and an arm around his waist. “Steady?” 


“Ungh,” Otto grunted, but he shoved his ass back and 
bumped Tim. “Fuck me.” 


“Gladly.” Tim let go of Otto’s waist long enough to 
grab the bottle of conditioner. He prised the pop-cap open 
with his teeth then poured the thick stuff down Otto’s 
crack. And cursed when the water washed most of it away. 
“Damn it.” 


Otto said a few bad words himself and smacked the 
knobs until the water was off. Then Tim tried again, 
pouring a thick line of creamy conditioner in Otto’s crease. 


Tim was almost desperate with need, his leopard 
wanted to mewl and yowl, but he settled for the human 
version of a chuffling sound as he slid his cock into the 
conditioner. “Shit, I could come just like this. Maybe I will.” 
With his dick nestled between Otto’s ass cheeks, he could 
easily rub one out in seconds at this point. 


“Please don’t,” Otto said in a choked voice. “Please. 
Fuck me, fuck me until I can’t see, can’t scream, can’t—” 


Tim held his cock on the next down stroke, stopping 
when the head was lined up with Otto’s hole. “Do I need to 
stretch you? You only had my tongue up your ass in here.” 


Otto glared over his shoulder. “I had your dry fingers 
in the truck. Quit babying me and give me what I need.” 


The challenge in his dark stare was what did it. Tim 
thinned his lips as he tensed, then he thrust, sinking into 
Otto’s blissfully tight, hot sheath. Tim curled his fingers 
against Otto’s hip, then realised his fingertips were almost 
leopard-like claws. Some weird sort of mini-transformation. 
His claws scratched Otto’s skin and he started to let up. 


“Don’t you fucking dare!” Otto caught at one of his 
hands while slamming his ass back, impaling himself fully 
on Tim’s cock. “Ah! Fuck!” He panted while Tim held 
perfectly still, not releasing his grip nor rocking and 
grinding as he wanted to. 


Otto arched his back and his ass contracted around 
Tim’s dick. Tim flexed his hands unthinkingly and his claws 


scratched deeper. 


“Yes, yes, yes,” Otto chanted. Over and over. Tim 
decided to trust his mate, and the bond between them. He 
held on as he began to withdraw. 


“Brace yourself with both hands on the wall,” he 
warned. As soon as Otto followed his advice, Tim slammed 
back into him. Ecstasy rolled over him in waves as he 
began to fuck Otto like they both wanted, deep drives in, 
hard and jarring, quick withdraws, sometimes fully, taking 
Otto’s ass repeatedly. 


When Otto screamed and wobbled, Tim pulled him 
upright and locked his arms around him. He turned a 
quarter of the way and pressed Otto’s chest to the wall. 
Otto turned his head, his cheek rubbing the wet tiles with 
every thrust of Tim’s cock. 


“This what you need,” Tim grunted out, barely 
coherent as his balls drew up. His ass burned from flexing, 
from being fucked so hard himself. His shoulders ached 
too, but it all combined with the pleasure to shorten out 
everything else. His climax hit him like a sledgehammer to 
the chest, knocking the air from his lungs, tipping him to 
the side as it brought him to his toes. He shouted as he 
tried to get his cock in deeper, harder, just more of his 
mate. 


Otto’s shout joined his a second later. Tim writhed 
and pumped into Otto, filling him with cum and marking 


him as his own. 


“Oh my gods,” Otto said moments later. “I don’t think 
I can walk.” 


Tim huffed out a laugh. “Me either.” 


It was a damn good thing Otto had a big bathtub, 
because they were both going to be lying in it for a while. 
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Cold. It pulled Tim from a deep, black well of sleep. 
He was disoriented, nothing yet but a body reacting to 
sharp discomfort. Tim groaned and slapped around feeling 
for the blankets. His hand connected with cold, hard flesh. 
A slurred curse rent the air at the same time Tim snapped 
his eyes open. 


“Fuckin’ hell you beatin’ on me for?” 


The rich, rough growl curled around Tim’s cock and 
stroked it to erectness in seconds. “Otto,” he muttered, 
things finally clicking to place as he became more alert. 
Otto had to be hanging on the edge of the bed. “It’s fucking 
cold. Why’re you all the way over there?” 


“Dunno.” Otto shoved up on one arm and shook his 
head, as if clearing out the sleep. “Shit. Why did we kick 
the covers off?” 


Tim wasn’t going to freeze while they postulated on 
the why of it. He scrambled up, suddenly aware of itchy, 
dried patches on his belly. Oh yeah, that’s how the covers 
ended up on the floor. 


Otto snickered and crawled to the foot of the bed. He 
reached for the blankets with Tim. “Yeah, you fucked me 
until I passed out. I can smell my cum on you, smell yours 
mixed with my scent.” 


“Ungh,” Tim groaned, because he had done just what 
Otto said. And Otto had fallen asleep immediately after, 
with Tim’s cock still in his ass. Tim tossed the covers back 
down and lunged at Otto. “I’m not cold now,” he purred, 
pinning Otto to the bed. His dick was nicely aligned with 
Otto’s, and Tim closed his eyes as he rutted, sure he could 
come just from that in a matter of minutes. 


Otto grunted and thrust up, clasping his hands to 
Tim’s biceps. “Yes, God I wish I could take you again.” 


There was a definite twinge to his ass still, but it was 
minor enough that Tim thought he could handle it. He 
pressed down harder with his hips, though, catching the tip 
of his cock on the flared rim of Otto’s crown. “Ah!” Tim 
jerked and felt the heat of arousal flushing his skin, 
warming him inside and out until sweat beaded his brow. 
“Otto...” 


Words clogged in his throat. Otto reached down and 
grabbed Tim’s ass, pulling with enough strength to spread 


him open. Cold air hit his hot skin, flicked at his hole, and 
Tim shivered, his balls pulling tight. He growled, his mouth 
watering as his leopard urged him to bite, but Tim 
wouldn’t. He could control his beast, and Otto was marked 
up so much as it was. 


Every movement of Otto’s hips caused his stomach to 
ripple, providing a firm source of friction for Tim. Between 
that and the brush of Otto’s fingers over his ass hole, Tim 
didn’t last long. He went rigid as pleasure suffused his 
body, pouring from his cock in wet spurts between them. 
Otto bucked up and shouted, pulling hard on Tim’s ass. His 
spunk mixed with Tim’s as they panted and gasped through 
their orgasms. Finally Tim collapsed on top of Otto, hot and 
sweaty and reeking of the two of them. 


It was perfect, a cocoon of newly discovered feelings 
growing between them, the comfort and satiation of lovers 
well-pleased with each other wrapping around them. Tim 
curled a hand into Otto’s hair and just breathed his scent 
in. I could stay like this forever. 


“Me too,” Otto whispered, having obviously heard 
Tim’s thought. “I never really thought I’d have a mate.” He 
hugged Tim tightly for a moment. “Never thought I’d meet 
someone I wanted to keep.” 


Tim propped up on one elbow and peered at Otto. 
Even in the dark he could make out his features and see the 
truth in Otto’s eyes. “Do you think...” his stomach dipped. 
Why was he asking this? And why could he not shut up? 


“Do you think you'd feel the same if it weren’t for us being 
mates? If we were just two regular guys who met 
somewhere?” 


Otto didn’t answer right away, instead seeming to 
consider the questions before finally smiling tenderly at 
Tim. “Yes, I do. I think I’m a smart enough guy not to have 
let someone like you slip through my hands. We are more 
than our leopards, sweetheart.” He rolled them, settling 
them on their sides. “So much more.” 


Otto’s lips were dry and firm, his tongue a slick, soft 
contrast as he slid it against Tim’s. And that quickly, it 
flared up between them again, the need and want roaring 
back to life. 


Tim inhaled sharply, some small part of himself 
thinking they were going to end up fucking to death at this 
point. A sharp, acrid tang filtered up to his sinuses. There 
was a familiar stink that sent a bolt of alarm through Tim 
right as Otto stiffened in all the wrong places beside him. 
Tim twisted his head back and sniffed. His nasal passages 
burned immediately as did his eyes. “Otto!” 


“We have to get out!” Otto pulled at him needlessly— 
Tim was already almost off the bed and trying to bring Otto 
with him. The scent of smoke fucked with his senses, so 
strong he couldn’t smell anything else. It was 
overpowering, even though he didn’t yet see fire. 


“Where is it?” he asked as he caught the pants Otto 
threw at him. 


“I don’t know. The acrid scent is coming at me from 
every direction.” Otto huffed and coughed when he sniffed. 
“Damn it! My home—” 


Tim wanted to offer comfort, but they needed to get 
out. He thought Otto was right—now he could hear the 
sizzle and crackling sounds of the fire as well and it seemed 
as if the entire house were burning from the outside in. 
Otto took his hand and they ran out of the room. Smoke 
rolled into the hallway and cast an eerie orange glow which 
danced on the walls and ceiling. 


“Spare room,” Otto shouted. They darted into the 
guest bedroom. One look out of the window and it seemed 
to Tim the entire world outside was burning. He knew 
better, but panic was rushing through his veins and his 
leopard was battering at him to shift. 


“We need to break the window,” Tim snapped when 
Otto touched the pane and promptly jerked his hand back 
with a hiss. He supposed the outside of the house was 
burning, because flames were licking at the window and 
brightening the dark sky. 


Otto pivoted and started for the night stand. Tim beat 
him to it. “I’ve got it.” He knocked off the light and clock 
then hefted the sturdy piece of wooden furniture onto his 
shoulder. Two strides had him close enough, but not so 


close he’d catch glass. Tim raised the night stand and 
threw it. 


Glass shattered and heat rolled in. Otto grabbed the 
blanket off the bed and rolled it around his wrist. Tim 
looked for something thick enough to protect his arm so he 
could help, but Otto had the remaining large pieces of glass 
knocked from the frame in seconds. 


Otto’s eyes conveyed his fear and anger as he turned 
and gestured to Tim. Because he knew Otto was already 
acknowledging the loss of his home, Tim didn’t argue. He 
went out of the window first, diving through it to avoid, he 
hoped, the worst of the flames. When he hit the ground, he 
only felt as if he’d been warmed in a few spots. Tim quickly 
scuttled to the side as Otto came through the broken 
window. 


He got up and helped Otto to his feet. “Are you 
okay?” Tim wanted to hover, to pat and inspect every inch 
of Otto’s body, but his mate was holding himself rigid, fury 
seeping from his pores to almost match the strength of the 
scent of fire now engulfing the entire house. Tim wondered 
if they should grab a hose or something, but logically he 
knew it would be a futile effort. It looked like Otto’s home 
had been consumed by Hell at this point. 


Tim couldn’t tear his gaze away from the flames as he 
reached for Otto, needing to hold him. Otto came to him, 
embracing Tim and clinging as if he were the only comfort 
in the world. 


“He did this.” 


Tim frowned and looked at Otto. He didn’t need to 
ask who ‘he’ was. Tim remembered the familiar odour he’d 
detected right before the pungent one of the fire. “How did 
he know who you are? Where you live? And why would he 
do this?” Even as he asked, he realised the answers were 
obvious. Otto expounded on them anyway. 


“Because I asked about him,” Otto bit out. “I tried to 
be discreet, but people talk. Someone told him who I was, 
and finding where I live is nothing. It’s pretty clear he 
doesn’t want me looking into what he’s doing.” Otto 
released Tim and rubbed at his temples for a moment. He 
then snapped his head up as if he’d been prodded with a 
live wire. “Maybe we can track him!” 


“What about the fire?” Tim asked as he followed Otto 
deeper into the yard. 


“There’s nothing we can do, is there?” Otto’s voice 
was laced with enough anger that Tim knew it wasn’t really 
a question. “Everything I had will be lost.” He stopped and 
turned to Tim long enough to stroke his cheek. “Except for 
you, my family, and my truck.” He blinked then gasped, 
“My truck!” 


Together they ran around to the front of the house. 
“The keys are inside,” Otto shouted. There was no going 
back for them, or for their cell phones or...or anything, Tim 
knew. 


The truck was sitting on four flat tires, but other than 
that, it seemed undamaged. The heat from the fire was 
beyond uncomfortable. Tim’s skin felt tight and hot, he 
thought the fine hairs on his arms might have burnt, and 
the long hair trailing down his back—well, he’d deal with 
that later. Right now Otto needed his help. 


Tim figured Otto was going to want to push the 
vehicle further away from the fire, so he opened the 
passenger door as Otto reached for the driver’s side one. 
As soon as he leaned in, Tim’s lungs seized, his vision 
centring on one small, dirty, bare foot he spotted propped 
on the back window. 


“Otto!” Tim shouted once he could do anything. He 
scrambled into the front of the truck, Otto matching him in 
desperation. Lying in the backseat was a young boy, nude 
but for a ripped and filthy pair of shorts. His thin body was 
covered in bruises and cuts, and Tim wasn’t sure he was 
breathing. A scar ran from the outside of his left eyelid to 
his temple. 


“Ochir,” Otto said, his voice cracking on the second 
syllable. “Ochir!” 


The boy’s eyelids rippled, his eyes darting back and 
forth beneath them, and Tim could breathe again, knowing 
Ochir was still alive. He just hoped whatever had been done 
to him hadn’t killed Ochir’s soul. 


Chapter Eleven 


Otto nudged Tim as Steve, Lona and Dane walked 
into the waiting room. He didn’t know how Tim could sleep 
in the shitty plastic chairs provided by the hospital, but he 
was glad he could. Hopefully he wasn’t dreaming of fire 
and loss, and of an abused child. Otto was afraid he’d be 
seeing all of those hellacious things and more hellish 
visions if he closed his eyes. 


“What? Did Naran come back?” Tim asked, swiping at 
his mouth and muffling his words. He looked towards the 
door and grunted. “Cavalry’s here.” 


“Yeah,” Otto agreed. He stood up and didn’t flinch as 
Dane bore holes in him with an angry glare. 


“What kind of crap have you dragged Tim into?” Dane 
stopped almost toe to toe with Otto. “Because Tim would 
never piss someone off so bad they’d torch his place, and 
damned sure never known anyone who’d hurt a kid.” 


Otto wasn’t in the mood to handle Dane’s not entirely 
misplaced anger, but fortunately Tim stepped in. 


“Stop snarking at him, Dane.” Tim grabbed his 
friend’s hand and pulled him to the chair on his other side. 


“Otto has been trying to find a poacher who is after snow 
leopards. That’s what started all this, some sick fuck killing 
off endangered animals, not Otto.” 


“They know the fire was set, not accidental?” Lona 
enquired as she brushed Otto’s hair back. She dropped her 
voice down to a bare whisper. “Not that I’m doubting you. 
When you called you said you were sure it was started by 
the man you’d been looking for.” 


“It was,” Otto confirmed. He glanced at Tim, who 
nodded, then took his mother’s arm and walked her to the 
entrance. His dad followed. The early morning air was 
particularly frigid this morning, and Otto had to tense his 
muscles to keep from shivering. His eyes watered from the 
stinging cold. “Tim and I smelt the same man at the same 
time we smelt the gas. The fire investigator said it seemed 
like the fire had many starting points instead of just one, 
and he isn’t sure how the arsonist managed to do that.” 


“Our fire investigator barely graduated from high 
school,” Lona griped. “If his daddy wasn’t mayor, he 
wouldn’t have his job. He doesn’t know jack shit about 
fire!” 


Otto didn’t entirely disagree, but his mother was 
being a bit harsh. Still, it'd been a very bad night. 


“Anyone who would hurt a child like that,” Lona 
continued, swiping at her cheeks. “The poor boy. If he has 


no one, no one decent to take care of him, we’ll take him 
home with us. PI kill anyone who tries to hurt him!” 


“There is the fierce leopardess I know and love.” Otto 
kissed his mother’s cheek. “Naran has plans to take Ochir 
home and keep him safe.” 


“But the guy who did this, who beat him, he knows 
where Naran works. He probably even knows where she 
lives.” Lona held up a hand when Otto started to speak. 
“He knew where you lived. He found you, and you didn’t 
know it until it was almost too late. And you’re a shifter, so 
how did he sneak past you?” 


“He stayed down wind,” Steven answered. “But how 
did he know to?” 


Otto’s heartbeat had kicked it up to double time. 
“Maybe that was just dumb luck on his part. Of course he’d 
have known to keep out of sight, and I don’t think I just 
missed him.” 


Steve cursed and shivered, the cold or the subject 
matter getting to him. “And he was at Vengi Pass, you’re 
sure?” 


“Yes. Tim picked up his scent, just like he did at my 
place.” 


“Why would he take the camera?” Steve asked, then 
answered his own question. “Because there were pictures 
of him on it. And probably the momma leopard and her 


cubs, although I don’t know what he’d want that footage 
for.” 


Unease curled around the base of Otto’s spine and 
squeezed tight. “I don’t know. Maybe scouting his prey or 
something. Do we know if the momma leopard and her cubs 
are,” Otto checked and made sure no one was anywhere 
nearby. “Traditional snow leopards, or dual species?” 


Steve sighed and rubbed at his back, as if 
experiencing the same disconcerting sensation Otto was. “I 
don’t know. I can’t tell just by viewing them on film.” 


Otto bit his lip as he considered the options. There 
weren’t many that he could think of. “I’ll go to Vengi in a 
little while and see if I can pick up anything.” 


“Take Tim,” Lona suggested. “He’ll want to go, and 
the two of you can cover more ground and watch out for 
each other.” 


Otto glanced towards the doors and saw Tim and 
Dane approaching. “Dane’ll want to go too.” 


Steve and Lona turned as the doors whooshed open. 
“Pll handle Dane,” Steve said in a voice that brooked no 
argument. “Did Naran come out of Ochir’s room yet?” 


Tim came right over to Otto and leaned his head on 
his shoulder. Dane still didn’t look happy but he stopped 
beside Steve and answered him. “Yes, she did. Ochir has 


several cuts and bruises, and he’s malnourished and 
dehydrated, and completely terrified of men.” 


Otto’s stomach roiled and Tim went still, his muscles 
hard as anger coursed through him. Otto could sense it, a 
fury of his own combining with Tim’s in his head. “Did he 
—” Otto stopped, unable to ask. 


Dane ground his teeth, his jaw popping as he shook 
his head. “No, he doesn’t seem to have been sexually 
assaulted. The doctors think it’s just from being kept by a 
male and tortured by him. They’re scrambling to find a 
female doctor since Ochir had to be knocked out after the 
last male doctor tried to examine him. Naran is staying 
with him. She said she isn’t leaving his side unless they 
prise her away with a crow bar, and even then whoever 
does it better be ready for a fight.” 


“I don’t doubt it.” Otto felt an ebb in his anger, 
although it didn’t completely recede. “Naran is fiercely 
protective of those she loves. She won’t let anything 
happen to Ochir, although I will see if she is amiable to the 
idea of staying with you.” He arched an eyebrow at his 
mom. 


“That would work.” Lona patted his cheek. “You’re a 
good boy—man, I should say, but you will always be my 
little boy.” 


“My mom says the same thing,” Tim offered. 


Lona patted his cheek too. “It’s a mother’s privilege, 
and a son’s.” 


Tim’s sweet smile made Otto long to kiss him, but 
Tim leant down and kissed Lona instead. “You’re making 
me miss my mom, and not, at the same time. She’s a lot like 


yw 


you. 


Steve nudged Otto. “Hey, isn’t that the guy you 
practice wrestling with?” 


Otto looked to where his dad was pointing and saw 
Gansukh approaching. Otto narrowed his eyes at him. “Yes, 
it is.” Tim growled beside him and Otto cupped his elbow. 
“He’s nothing more than a good friend.” A pang shot 
through him, because there’d been more even if it was just 
once. “We did have sex, but that was all, and it was only 
once. There is nothing more between us.” 


“I don’t give a damn if it was just once,” Tim thought 
back, “J want to rip his head off. But he looks like he could 
eat me for breakfast.” 


Otto almost laughed at that, because even though 
Gansukh was huge, Tim could probably still take him, 
definitely could in his snow leopard form. 


“Oh my,” Dane cooed, “and who is this handsome 
hunk of beef approaching us?” 


That did it. Otto burst out laughing, and even Tim 
grinned. Steve and Lona both chuckled as well, and 


Gansukh just looked confused as he came up to them. 


“What joke did I miss?” he asked in his deep, gravelly 
voice. 


“Fuck,” Dane whimpered, turning huge eyes on 
Gansukh. “Please tell me you’re gay.” 


Gansukh sputtered and turned a dark crimson. 
“What? Why would you—I don’t—” he turned to Otto. 
“Otto!” 


Otto knew he shouldn’t have been so entertained, 
especially not when Tim was seething beside him. Well, 
maybe not seething, but he wasn’t happy. “Gansukh, this is 
Dr Dane Calderon. Dane, my friend Gansukh.” 


Dane batted his lashes as he all but slithered up to 
Gansukh. “Just Gansukh?” 


Gansukh swallowed loudly and gave a jerky nod. 
“Many traditional families only use one name, not like you.” 
He gestured at everyone else. 


Otto decided to step in before Gansukh hurt himself 
trying to be polite. “Gansukh is one of the top wrestlers in 
Mongolia. He’s also single, shy, and in need of guidance 
into the way of the world. Dane, I’m sure he’d be happy to 
follow you anywhere.” 


This time it was Dane who sputtered, but Gansukh 
just nodded, a sappy smile curling his lips. “Anywhere.” 
He’d obviously figured out Dane was gay, and Dane seemed 


to have caught on to Gansukh’s interest, if the way he was 
stroking Gansukh’s arm was anything to go by. 


“Why are you here?” Tim asked in an only mildly 
hostile sounding voice. Otto gave himself a mental slap. He 
should have asked that question himself. 


Gansukh blinked as he stared at Dane. He didn’t look 
away from the smaller man, and when he answered, he did 
so in Khalkha, probably because he could speak more 
fluidly. “Gossip. My sister’s husband is on the volunteer fire 
department. He mentioned going out to your house for a 
call. I drove by, and your place is all gone. I came here to 
find you and check on you. I thought you might be here 
since Sakund mentioned a boy being hurt. I didn’t know 
you were hiding this succulent sweet from me.” Gansukh 
winked at Dane, who did a nice impression of a simpering 
hussy. 


Otto did his best to translate, sending the words to 
Tim through their mental bond. Tim rubbed his cheek 
against Otto’s shoulder, a silent signal he understood, and 
wasn’t on the verge of attacking Otto. 


“I understand everything you just said, by the way,” 
Dane informed Gansukh, who turned a deeper shade of red. 
“And I think you are a sexy motherfucker.” 


“Ahem.” Lona cleared her throat. Dane spun on his 
heel and started stuttering out an apology. “It’s fine,” Lona 
said with a wave of her hand. “And you two are so syrupy in 


lust it’s making my teeth hurt. Go eat breakfast or 
something. Otto and Tim will let you know if anything 
changes.” 


Steve nodded. “Take today off, both of you,” he patted 
Tim’s shoulder. “There’s nothing to do in the offices today 
anyway, since we don’t have the film to go over. We take the 
weekends off most of the time, so we will all meet back up 
on Monday.” 


Otto had forgotten it was Friday. Truly, his head was a 
mess. He’d lost his home, all of his possessions except his 
truck and what he had in it. But he had Tim, he had his 
family, and he had friends, and Ochir would be okay, 
eventually. He wasn’t dead, hadn’t been raped, so things 
could be much, much worse. All in all, he had many things 
to be grateful for, but he still felt the need to mourn. 


Tim caught his chin and held his head still for a quick 
kiss. He pinned Otto with those blue eyes and smiled just 
enough to send a rush of warmth through him. “We need a 
break, and we need to check the Vengi. What do you say, 
are you up for a run?” 


Dane and Gansukh were already walking off, heading 
for Gansukh’s vehicle. Steve and Lona were having an 
intense, quiet conversation a few feet away. The idea of 
shifting and running with his mate chased off more of the 
morose feelings threatening Otto. Even the fact that they’d 
be searching for the poacher rather than just running freely 
didn’t detract from the joy of running with Tim. 


“I am.” Otto tucked Tim against his side and closed 
his eyes as he inhaled deeply, catching the essence of Tim’s 
scent under the smoke and sweat. “It’s dark yet, though. 
Let’s go to my parents’ house and see if we can get this 
stench of fire off us, maybe rest for an hour or two, then 
we'll go.” 


Tim waggled his eyebrows at Otto. “Rest, or you can 
let me help take your mind of your troubles.” He leered and 
brushed Otto’s cock with the back of his hand. 


“That will work.” Otto doubted he’d have slept 
anyway. 


Chapter Twelve 


Running was something Tim enjoyed in either of his 
forms. He wasn’t particularly fond of shifting—it hurt like a 
bitch. But he knew Otto was suffering. He’d lost his home, 
his stuff, had been attacked on his own soil, and finding 
Ochir, looking so broken and bruised in the back seat, had 
shaken Otto to his core. Tim, too, but he knew it was worse 
for Otto, with him losing everything. But not everyone. 


And so, knowing they needed to re-check the Vengi 
Pass, and that neither of them were going to be able to 
sleep, Tim had thought it’d be a good time to get out. There 
was nothing they could do to help Ochir by staying at the 
hospital, and Naran had been very clear on not allowing 
any males anywhere near him. Tim hoped the doctors were 
right and the boy hadn’t been touched...like that, by his 
captor. Tim could hardly even think it. How could someone 
recover from something like what Ochir had been through? 
It would take a very strong person, and lots of love and 
caring from a caretaker. He didn’t know Naran, but he 
hoped she was up for the task. Ochir would need security, 
and patience. 


“Naran will give it to him,” Otto said, unapologetic 
about intruding on Tim’s thoughts. It was fine with Tim. He 


liked the mental bond, at least for now he did. Come 
Christmas and birthdays, it might be problematic. 


“I’m sure we’ll work something out. I don’t want to 
know every secret you have, just the ones you want to 
share.” 


Tim cocked his head at Otto. “Really? You don’t want 
to pry?” 


Otto took off his sunglasses and pulled the key from 
the ignition. “No. The only reason I knew what you were 
thinking just now is because you were broadcasting it. It 
was like...like a mental megaphone or something. Very loud 
thoughts.” 


Tim considered it fora moment as he looked out over 
the landscape they’d soon be scouting. “You’re right, I was. 
And I’m still not sure how I feel about Gansukh, but I guess 
since me and Dane have fucked before, I have no right to 
be jealous.” 


Otto’s displeasure was evident in the way he scowled. 
“Let’s just not talk about either of our past sex lives.” 


“Deal,” Tim said eagerly. “You ready?” 


Otto unbuckled for an answer. They got out of the 
vehicle and Tim scanned the area visually, a hand shading 
his eyes as Otto used a pair of binoculars that could see 
further than even their enhanced vision. “I don’t see 


anyone, or any movement. We should be good to hit up one 
of the caves and shift.” 


Tim bobbed his head and pointed. “That one looks 
like a good one.” Actually, it just looked like a cave, but it 
was Close and Tim was dreading shifting. He just wanted to 
get it over with. 


The trek to the cave only took them twenty minutes. 
They stripped off and Tim thought he did good not to jump 
Otto’s sexy ass. He did have Otto stand still though, so he 
could admire the marks he’d left on his honey-gold skin. 
Otto shivered every time Tim touched him. 


Tim gave him a wicked grin then stroked Otto’s half- 
hard cock. “How big of a hurry are we in?” 


Otto groaned and held Tim’s hand still on his shaft. 
Then he looked right at Tim, and the firm flesh beneath 
Tim’s hand began to change, as did the rest of Otto. Tim 
jerked his hand back with a yelp, because touching Otto’s 
dick was one thing, but palming him when he was a leopard 
and Tim wasn’t was just weird. And how did Otto shift so 
damn fast? 


Tim glared at him. “That was not cool. I do not want 
to fondle your furry balls and kitty parts!” Otto chuffled and 
licked his lips. He rolled over and exposed his belly to Tim, 
along with the very part that Tim had been holding 
moments ago. “You pervert.” He snorted and concentrated 
on shifting, bracing himself for the pain only to let out a 


startled cry when he shifted rapidly and painlessly. What 
the fuck? 


Otto rolled back onto his belly and purred as he 
licked Tim’s face. “What’s wrong?” 


Tim shouldn’t have been surprised they could 
communicate when in shifted form. Hadn’t Oscar said as 
much? Yes, he had, but Tim sometimes zoned out when 
people were talking. Another reason it was a miracle he’d 
got through college. 


“Tim? What’s wrong?” 


Tim lifted a paw and inspected it closely, not sure 
what he was looking for. “I’ve always hated shifting. It 
hurts like a bitch, so I don’t do it often even though I love 
being my leopard. It also takes a while. This time I just 
went poof practically and here I am, shifted and not in 
agony. What the fuck?” 


Otto scowled, which was interesting on his snow 
leopard face. “I’ve never had a problem. It’s—huh.” 


“Huh what? You can’t just ‘huh’ then stop!” Tim 
would swat Otto’s backside if he didn’t explain. 


“That’s not much to discourage me, but I was 
thinking. It was a little more difficult to shift when I was in 
the United States. Really, I didn’t get to shift much so I 
thought it was just lack of practice. But when I think about 
it, any time I’ve shifted where we—or snow leopards, rather 


—aren’t native, I’ve had a harder time of it. Nepal, 
Kazakhstan, Afghanistan, China, India—anywhere_ the 
traditional species is found, I can shift in the blink of an eye 
just about.” 


Tim eyed Otto balefully. “So because I don’t live on 
native soil, I have to suffer or be denied this freedom?” 


Otto ducked his head. Tim felt bad for snarking at his 
mate. It wasn’t Otto’s fault. “Maybe if you carry some dirt 
or rocks from here. You know, like a rock with a hole drilled 
through it, on a leather string?” 


“Maybe. It’s worth trying out.” And it was something 
new about what he was, what they were, for him to share 
with his family. “Ready?” 


For an answer, Otto surged past him with a giant 
leap, pushing off with his powerful hind legs. Tim barely 
missed getting smacked with Otto’s fluffy tail. Tim yowled 
his displeasure at Otto’s trickery, pouncing past him and 
leaving him behind, then Tim put his ass in gear and ran 
after his mate. 


The sun felt good on his fur, warm and tender, like a 
lover’s touch. It melted into Tim, beginning a slow easing of 
his worries as he stretched his legs and bounded after Otto. 
The rocky incline wasn’t nearly as hard to climb in his 
leopard form. Four feet were definitely better than two 
when it came to uneven ground, loose rocks and pebbles. 
Though his family had a place in the mountains in 


Colorado, Tim had grown up in a more suburban area of 
Denver. He’d hardly got to run like this, and never in an 
area so well-suited for him. 


With each step he took, he felt more like a playful 
kitten. He swatted at Otto’s tail every chance he got, and 
had to remind himself more than once exactly what he was 
supposed to be doing. Even so, he couldn’t have missed the 
poacher’s scent if he’d have tried. It slapped him in the 
breeze like a kick to the head, knocking him back a step. 
Otto snarled and lifted his nose to the wind. 


“He’s been here since last night!” 


Tim agreed. When they’d checked the lower areas 
yesterday evening, there’d been no new hint of the fetid 
odour they were now smelling. Unless... “Unless he was 
here all along, just further up. He could have been beyond 
the Vengi, watching us. We didn’t even think to look further 
up!” 


Otto growled and pawed at the ground. Tim 
understood. If they’d taken more time last night, went 
deeper into the mountain, past the Vengi pass, they might 
have found the poacher, saved Ochir, and saved Otto’s 
house. Tim felt the failure like the weight of the world 
crushing him. 


“It’s not your fault, or mine. We didn’t know, and 
who’s to say the poacher wouldn’t have shot us, or Dad or 
Naran or Dane? I believe things happen for a reason, or I 


try to. Ochir will survive. He was very likely already hurt 
last night. The bruises looked a couple of days old, and I 
don’t care so much about losing my house and stuff. I care 
about you, and my family and friends. And I want to catch 
this fucking poacher before he hurts anyone else.” 


Tim goggled at Otto, because he meant every word. It 
wasn’t the loss of his home or his belongings that upset 
him. Sure he’d been shocked at first, who wouldn’t have 
been? But now it was a driving need to protect those he 
loved that was eating at Otto. 


‘All right. Let’s find this asscunt and put an end to 
this.” Tim thought he sounded pretty badass, himself. 


Otto snorted softly. “You are badass. You’re a snow 
leopard shifter. There’s not a thing on this planet that can 
beat that.” 


“You do know there’s other shifters, right? My cousin 
Levi is mated with a cougar shifter and my cousin Oscar is 
mated with a wolf shifter.” 


“Wel, they get second-best shifters, don’t they?” 
Oscar turned and flicked his tail then peered over his 
shoulder. “Coming?” 


Tim huffed a feline laugh and darted after his mate. 
They followed the noxious scent to a cave well beyond the 
Vengi Pass. Inside they found nothing helpful. Dirty 
blankets and abandoned camping gear. The odour was 
almost unbearable. The poacher hadn’t been straying far to 


use the bathroom. Tim noticed something on the cave floor, 
and he stuck his nose to it trying to see if it was deliberate 
or just a bunch of scratched gibberish. 


He blinked around the fumes of waste and decay as 
he concentrated on the spot. When his vision cleared, he 
was so startled he shifted back into human form and 
plopped on his ass. “Otto!” 


Otto yowled and ran over, knocking Tim on the 
shoulder and sending him flailing to stay upright. “You big 
oaf! Be careful.” Tim pulled himself to his knees using 
Otto’s thick fur as a handgrip. Otto hissed at him, a strange 
sound coming from a leopard, but somehow endearing as 
well. Tim leaned over and tapped the stone floor. “Look, is 
this just some random doodling or is it words in a language 
you understand?” 


To Tim, it looked like a deliberately carved set of 
words or letters, but they weren’t anything he could read, 
so he could be wrong. But Otto shifted and ran his fingers 
over them. 


“It’s a name.” 


Tim frowned so hard his head hurt. “Surely he 
wouldn’t have left his own name? What kind of crazy fool 
would do that?” 


“What kind of crazy fool indeed,” Otto muttered. 
“Amar Rana. Nepalese, I believe. But whose name is it?” 


Tim wondered the same thing. “It’d be beyond stupid 
for him to leave his own name.” Something occurred to 
him, but he wasn’t sure he wasn’t just being creative with 
his thinking. Still, it was worth mentioning. “Maybe it’s a 
clue though. Like, he’s messing with us, getting tired of us 
trying to figure out who he is and what he wants, so he’s 
leaving hints?” He looked down at the markings, watching 
as Otto traced over them again. 


“T think you might be right.” Otto rubbed at one of 
the letters with his thumb. “There’s been no appearance of 
snow leopard parts on the black market here, at least none 
I could find. Now I’m beginning to wonder if this whole 
thing wasn’t a set-up, some kind of vendetta against me or 
us,” he gestured between them. “Someone who knows what 
we are and wants to hurt us because of it.” 


Tim looked around the cave. Would a sane person 
stay here? Maybe, but it’d take an evil fucker to hurt a kid 
like Ochir. “Whoever he is, we need to find him. I hope he 
didn’t catch the momma and her cubs.” 


“Me too.” Otto stood and held a hand out to Tim. 
“Let’s turn over every piece of trash left behind in here. 
Who knows, maybe we'll find something else.” 


“Maybe.” Tim wrinkled his nose at the idea of 
touching anything else in the cave. He wasn’t a 
germaphobe, but the place was gross. It reeked, utterly and 
offensively. “Can we do it quick?” 


“Yes, it fucking stinks in here.” 


Tim grunted in agreement with the massive 
understatement. He toed over a rusty looking bowl then 
proceeded to check through a few dingy papers. As far as 
he could tell they were just sketches of terrain very much 
like where they were now. “Otto? You want to look at 
these?” 


The drawings were actually pretty good, the detail 
exquisite, even. Tim was impressed despite trying not to 
be, because the paper itself smelt of the poacher and no 
one else, which he took to mean, the nappy smelling guy 
was the artist. 


Otto shuffled the papers around as he looked at them. 
“Let’s step outside. Even with my cat’s vision, there are 
some things I can’t quite make out.” 


“What can’t you make out?” Tim had thought he 
could see the drawings pretty well. 


Otto shrugged and headed for the entrance. “I just 
want to be sure.” 


Outside the sunshine bathed Tim’s nude skin and 
helped him to feel slightly less filthy from his foray in the 
cave. The wind had a sharp, bitter bite of cold to it though. 
Tim shivered as Otto scowled at the papers. “These are set 
in the Himalayas, up around Nepal, in places the Snow 
Leopard Conservation Programme has people monitoring 


and studying. What the hell? Is he mapping places to track 
us? Or our purely feline relatives?” 


Tim rubbed his stomach then hugged himself in an 
effort not to freeze his balls off. He wasn’t sure if the cold 
outside was worse than the one inside him. “And if he’s one 
of the people who has worked for the SLCP?” It fit, which 
made Tim shudder repeatedly. 


Otto cursed and wrapped his arms around Tim. 
“Goddamnit, I think you’re right. We need to get to the 
office and start pulling employee files. Volunteers, too, and 
anyone the programme has been in contact with, including 
our sources at the Museum of Natural History and the 
International Felid Genetics Programme.” 


“Okay,” Tim stuttered out, his teeth chattering. “My 
ass is getting chapped in this wind.” 


Otto chuckled and reached down to rub his butt. 
“Yes, the wind up here is worse, and it’s a good bit colder. 
Let’s shift.” 


Tim gestured at the drawings. “What about them? 
And searching the rest of the cave?” 


Otto glanced back at the opening. “I don’t think 
there’s anything else, but let’s check real quick. Go ahead 
and shift. I will after, and IIl carry the drawings the only 
way I can—in my mouth.” 


Tim looked at the papers dubiously. “Okay, but you 
have to brush, gargle and floss before putting your lips 
anywhere on me after having those in your mouth.” 


“Deal.” Otto laughed and slapped Tim’s ass before 
grabbing a handful and jiggling it. “Now let’s take a breath 
of less-fetid air, then hit the damn cave back up.” 


* kK kK x 


Steve rifled through the files again before slamming 
them down on his desk. “I swear they were there! How the 
hell did someone manage to get in here and steal a year’s 
worth of personnel files?” 


“And everything related to them, just about.” Tim 
slumped in his chair and pressed the heels of his hands to 
his eyes. He’d never really had a headache before, but he 
thought he might be getting the mother of all of them. It 
felt like someone was in his brain hammering the backs of 
his eyes with a sledgehammer. Fucker. 


“Are you okay?” 


Otto’s voice was edged with enough concern it made 
Tim’s eyes water—not a fun experience considering the 
throbbing in his skull. “Headache. I don’t think I’ve ever 
had one before.” 


“Hmm.” Steve made some noise doing something, 
Tim didn’t know what. He wasn’t going to remove his hands 
in case his eyeballs shot out of their sockets. “Here, chew 
on this. Every now and then Lona gets a killer headache. 
She says shifters are immune to most human diseases, but 
headaches don’t discriminate. They make everyone 
miserable, and since shifters are more durable, to use her 
word, the headaches are more intense. Though how she’d 
know what headaches feel like for regular humans is 
beyond me.” 


Tim had only half-listened to Steve’s ramble, so when 
something pungent and minty smelling was shoved under 
his nose, he jerked back in surprise and yelped as pain 
speared through his head. “Fuck!” 


“Sorry.” Steve thrust the greenish leaf at him. “Just 
pop it in and chew it. Lona swears there’s a natural cure for 
every ill. I don’t know if she’s right, but so far she’s 
medicated me with all-natural plants and minerals and I’m 
healthier than a lot of men half my age.” 


“What is this?” Tim asked as he took the leaf. It was 
slightly sticky and he was pretty sure he’d have smelt the 
mint odour it emitted even if he wasn’t a shifter. Strangely 
enough, though, his headache was already lessening in 
intensity. 


“Vekchuln. It’s a weed to most people, and it only 
grows in the foothills of the Himalayas, as far as I know. 
Lona gathers some every time she gets a chance, or 


sometimes her sister brings her plants and herbs. Just 
chew it slowly. It’s not so bad.” 


“The name sounds gross,” Tim bitched, but he 
dutifully stuffed the leaf in his mouth and began to chew. 
The minty flavour was as strong as the scent, and he had to 
fight back a sneeze as his nose burned. Tim pinched his 
nostrils shut and ignored Otto and Steve’s laughter, except 
for flipping them the bird. 


“Is the research from the year of two thousand and 
nine gone?” Otto asked his dad. 


Steve opened up a different file cabinet. “Not all of it. 
Let me check the digital files.” 


A few minutes later, he cursed soundly and shoved 
his keyboard away. “How the hell did he do it? And who is 
he? I’ve never heard of anyone named Amar Rana, but of 
course that would have been too easy. Maybe he worked at 
another branch of SCLP.” Steve looked up at the ceiling. 
“All employee files from that year are gone. Paper and 
digital. I even checked the SCLP’s main database and it’s 
been hacked. As for the research, from what I can tell, all 
direct reports from people who worked for us in oh-nine are 
gone, or the names have been wiped out. Now some of it, I 
can remember who wrote what. But I don’t work with 
everyone in the programme, just the people sent here.” 


Tim sat up straighter. His head didn’t feel like it was 
going to go nuclear on him. He blinked to make sure and 


kept chewing the leaf. He wasn’t giving it up until he was 
sure he was in the clear. But he did have some questions. 
“Aren't you going to have to let the board members know 
the database was hacked?” 


Steve sighed and turned his attention to Tim. “Yes. 
And I need to talk to the other programme heads. They 
might remember who worked for them in two thousand and 
nine. Surely they have notes, hand written records. 
Whoever this is couldn’t possibly have got to everyone. 
Although I guess he’d only need to get the records from 
people who’d know him. Or not. Hell, I don’t know. I’d 
never make it as a cop.” 


“Me either,” Tim commiserated. “What can we do to 
help?” 


Steve reached for his keyboard again. “Not much. 
Otto, see if you can remember anyone I had helping then. I 
do remember, actually. It was Tegan Meyers, Fiona Hartely, 
Jared Jones, and Kris Tsonga. That was before we switched 
to three month stints and everyone worked six months at a 
time, so there were actually less people to keep track of.” 
Steve perked up, tapping at his keyboard. 


“Okay, so this might be easier than I thought. We can 
rule out Fiona because you two are sure the poacher is a 
male, and Ochir was taken by a man. Let me see what I can 
find on the other three, and if the other heads can pull 
names for me.” Steve glanced up at them. “Go on, you two. 
I know neither of you got any sleep. Either go home—to my 


home, which will always be yours, too, Otto, and yours, Tim 
—or get a hotel room. Just let me know where you are 
going to be, then sleep, okay?” 


A quick mental check with Otto to see if he was ready, 
and Tim was getting up from his chair. “Okay, thanks Steve. 
Let us know if you need anything.” 


“We’re going to stop and get new cell phones,” Otto 
said as they made for the door. “We’ll let you know the 
numbers and what hotel room we will be in.” 


It wasn’t that they’d be staying in a hotel that caused 
Tim’s belly to quiver, but the image Otto sent him. He’d had 
Tim arched backwards over the edge of a couch and was 
fucking Tim so hard that the piece of furniture was sliding 
across the floor. 


“We’re going to get a suite,” Otto told his dad. He 
turned and winked at Tim, and Tim wanted to melt into a 
puddle of need at his feet. He thought he deserved an 
award for walking out of the door without assistance. 


Chapter Thirteen 


“Are you ready for me?” Otto asked, totally destroying 
Tim’s concentration as he tried to decide between the two 
cell phones. Tim’s breath stuttered out of him and he leant 
back as if drawn to Otto. 


Otto kept some space between them. They were out 
in public, after all, and things were different in 
Dalanzadgad than in some of the more open places in 
Europe and the US. He did, however, manage to trace a 
path down the seam of Tim’s jeans before moving to Tim’s 
side. 


Tim’s mouth was open and he gaped at Otto before 
Snapping his mouth shut. “That’s not nice,” he hissed in 
English. 


The clerk looked at him, then at Otto and grimaced. 
Otto pointed to the phone Tim had been all but salivating 
over. “We’ll each take this one.” 


“I should probably just wait until we get back home.” 
Tim swivelled his head around so fast Otto was surprised 
he didn’t break his neck. “I mean—” Tim’s eyes held a 
panicked look. “When I go back home, uh, when we visit?” 
His voice hitched up on the last word and Otto thought he 


was adorable in his fumbling attempt to correct something 
that wasn’t wrong to begin with. 


“We’ll continue this discussion once we're done 
here.” Otto made sure he raked Tim thoroughly with his 
gaze while the clerk was busy digging out the phones. He 
kept a steady eye on Tim’s groin until he saw the rise of his 
cock beneath the cloth. Satisfied, he turned back to finish 
their purchases. 


By the time they made it to the hotel, it was just after 
noon, and Otto was ready to drop from exhaustion. They’d 
stopped and Otto had purchased some clothes and other 
basic necessities. Tim still had most of his things in the 
hotel room he’d been sharing with Dane. 


The suite Otto paid for wasn’t anything on the level of 
a suite in a decent hotel elsewhere, but it would do, he 
decided. He checked it over while Tim was gathering his 
clothing and other things from his room a couple of floors 
down. 


While clean, the set of rooms looked worn. The entry 
room, or living room, he guessed, had a frayed blue carpet 
on the floor. The walls were beige, almost white in some 
spots, and as for wall art, there wasn’t much. A landscape 
that could have been based on anywhere just about, or 
could have been totally made up, and a map of Mongolia— 
that was it for the living area. The furniture was on the 
threadbare side, but again, clean. 


Otto sniffed and only cringed a little. The place smelt 
of chemicals, but it was better than it smelling of sex and 
smoke. Unless it was his and Tim’s mating scents filling the 
place up, then that was okay. But clean would work, for 
now. Otto walked over and pressed down on the brown and 
blue plaid couch cushion. It felt firm, not like he’d sit and 
sink all the way to the floor, so that was good. The TV had 
seen better days, as had the rest of the furniture, the wood 
tables scuffed but dust-free. 


The kitchen wasn’t much better, but the appliances 
worked. The countertop was chipped and had long 
scratches in it, likely from knives and some moron not 
using a cutting board. 


“Ah. This was worth it all.” The suite was costly, 
considering the way it looked, but the bathroom made up 
for it. Gleaming white tiles, not a hint of mould or dirt, and 
a large shower with double showerheads in it. Otto didn’t 
give a shit about the towels or mirror or anything else— 
until he realised if he fucked Tim in the shower and left the 
door open, he’d be able to watch them in the mirror. “Fuck 
yes, Iam so doing that.” 


He gave the bedroom a passing glance as someone 
came in the front door. One whiff and he knew it was Tim. 
That, and Tim had a key, just as Otto did. 


“Hi honey, I’m back,” Tim called out, and Otto began 
peeling off his clothes as he slunk into the room. 


Tim froze at the door, his eyes reflecting the hunger 
shooting through Otto’s veins. He gulped as he looked from 
Otto to the couch then back again, and Otto tipped his head 
down, viewing Tim through his lashes and rumbling out a 
wordless growl. 


“Strip.” 


Otto couldn’t say why he needed to feel so in charge 
then, although he’d guess it was because everything except 
this, what he shared with Tim, was out of his control. The 
losses from earlier weren’t insurmountable—they weren't 
lives of loved ones, but they still hurt, and Otto needed a 
way to expunge some of that pain. Tim would give him such 
a release, willingly, eagerly. Otto could feel it in his bones, 
could already see the evidence of Tim’s arousal in the 
spreading wet spot on his khakis. 


“Yes, sir,” Tim said smartly, no sarcasm evident in his 
voice. His eyes were sparkling with excitement, and Otto 
knew Tim was as turned on by this as he was. 


“Slowly,” Otto added when Tim threw down his bag 
and jerked his shirt up around his head. “I want you to put 
on a show for me.” Make me forget everything bad that’s 
happened. He didn’t need to say it. Tim lowered the shirt 
back down and curled the hem around his fists. 


“Any way to get some music going in here?” Tim 
asked in a husky voice. He started to sway, a gentle roll of 
his hips. Otto felt the power tip between them, tilting in 


Tim’s direction. No surprise, he’d known this man would 
own him all along, but they both needed to play today, 
needed to drive each other wild. Push boundaries they’d 
never known they had. 


“Yes.” Tim drew the word out as he fiddled with the 
button on his waistband. “I want that. Make me yours 
again.” And Tim threw the image back, the one of him 
being fucked into the couch by Otto, Otto all mindless beast 
driving into Tim’s sweet ass over and over again. “Oh fuck 
yeah, tear into me like that. Make me feel you, baby.” 


Otto’s growl wasn’t so low and quiet this time. Before 
he knew it the sound spilled from his lips, a loud, 
demanding vibration of his want boiling out of him. “No 
music,” he got out between the racket he was making. 
“Give me a show because you want to.” Work for it. 


Tim tipped his head back and pulled the elastic band 
from his hair. Honey blond waves flowed free and he shook 
them out, an arc of gold around his shoulders. The long line 
of his neck caused Otto to lock his knees to keep from 
jumping Tim right then. Tim lifted his head and gave Otto a 
knowing look. He leaned his head to the side and smoothed 
a hand over his neck, offering, teasing, stopping at the spot 
where his pulse kicked beneath his hand. 


“Right here,” Tim murmured. “Want to feel your teeth 
sinking into me, feel the pain as you take me.” 


Otto couldn’t drag air into his lungs, everything was 
so tight, his muscles clenched, his cock hard and aching, 
his balls already drawing up in their sac. Tim closed his 
eyes almost completely, leaving bare slits to peek out of, 
and started swaying, easing into the room as he undulated 
to a tune he was humming under his breath. Otto forced 
himself to relax, at least enough to reach the couch. He 
propped his hip on the corner of it and crossed his arms 
over his chest in a silent dare for Tim to bring the sexy on. 


As if Tim hadn’t already. Otto knew he knew it, too, 
and yet Tim moved his hips in an even more sexual dance 
than he had a moment before. The tune became huskier, 
the voice humming it thicker, deeper. Tim looked at him 
with eyes darkened by lust, the pupils blown so wide only 
thin blue strips surrounded them. He rolled his neck and 
swung his hair, brushing against his clothing and adding its 
own harmony to the music he created. 


The whisk-swish of Tim’s hair as he moved set a slow 
rhythm of desire beating in Otto. Every part of him felt 
hypersensitive, yearning to be touched, knowing when he 
was he’d lose the composure he was now holding onto by 
his fingernails. 


Watch me, Tim’s hips said as he turned. The firm 
globes of his ass moved in perfect synchronicity, flexing and 
clenching, taunting Otto to part them and fuck him until 
they both shattered. Tim flicked his hair over one shoulder 
and peered at Otto over the other. He smiled pure 
temptation as the pants suddenly loosened around his waist 


and hips. With a sultry lick of his lips, Tim tipped his head 
back again and his khakis slid down, revealing a red thong 
that split the seam of his ass like Otto longed to do. 


Otto had no idea when Tim had got it, and could only 
suppose he’d put it on when he’d gone to his hotel room 
earlier. The silky material looked decadent riding Tim’s 
crease. Tim laughed softly, a warm, caressing chuckle as he 
began working his shirt up. 


Otto dragged his gaze down the taut ass cheeks, the 
deep divots on the sides, to the long, muscled legs tapering 
to strong ankles. When had Tim removed his shoes? Otto 
decided he didn’t give a shit, not when he had this 
wonderful, sexy writhing man in front of him. Otto clenched 
his hands bruisingly around his biceps in an attempt to 
restrain himself. At this rate Tim wasn’t going to be fully 
naked before Otto ploughed his ass. 


Tim pulled the shirt off and tossed it like a good 
stripper, unerringly at Otto’s face. Otto caught it and, eyes 
locked with Tim’s, brought the bunched material to his 
nose. He inhaled loudly, soaking in Tim’s scent. 


Then Tim turned around and Otto dropped the shirt 
as he stared hungrily at Tim’s cock peeping over the edge 
of the thong. “You want to touch me?” Tim asked, again 
tilting his head back. He stroked down from his face to his 
chest, stopping to twist his nipples and pull them out in a 
way that had to border on painful. “Do you?” he asked 


again, tugging on one turgid bud and gasping as he trailed 
his other hand down to caress the tip of his cock. 


Otto wanted to remain in control, wanted to bend Tim 
to his will and release all the anger and fear that had 
welled up in him—except those harsh emotions were gone. 
What he felt coursing through his very DNA was so much 
admiration and desire for this one man, so much...not quite 
love, not yet, but it would come. Even if they hadn’t been 
mates, Otto believed they’d have met and fallen for each 
other. 


And so he answered the only way he could, pushing 
up from the edge of the couch and stalking towards Tim 
with a slow, deliberate stride. “I’m going to fuck you until 
you scream. You’re not going to come until I say you can 
come, and I’m going to ride your sweet ass until nothing 
else exists for the two of us.” He stopped a few feet away, 
waiting to see what Tim would do in response. 


Tim’s answering smile was a challenge, punctuated 
by his removal of the red thong. His thick cock slapped his 
belly and his full balls hung heavy between his thighs when 
he stood up and toed the sparse material aside only to bend 
over and pick it up. He twirled the thong on his finger then 
winked as he released it, letting it sail directly at Otto. 


The scent of Tim became stronger, sexier, curling up 
a wave of need that roared from Otto in a loud snarl. He 
lunged forward and grabbed Tim, trusting himself not to 


cause harm, trusting his mate to tell him if he went too far, 
used too much force. 


His shoulder caught Tim in the midriff, pushing the 
air from his lungs. His hot cock slapped against Otto’s 
chest as he lifted, hefting Tim over his shoulder. Otto 
brought his hand down hard on the smooth swell of Tim’s 
ass. Tim’s shout, the way he humped Otto mindlessly, only 
stoked Otto’s lust. 


“You like this?” Otto landed another swat, one that 
left his hand stinging. “Want more?” 


“Fuck yeah,” Tim rasped, winding his arms around to 
fondle Otto’s cock and balls. “Do it. Sometimes I need...no 
one has ever been there for me.” 


It might have been disjointed to someone else, but 
Otto got it. Sometimes he needed pain, lovingly delivered, 
to take away some left behind in a hateful way. And the 
pain could heighten the pleasure until his head spun and 
his mind whited out with it. 


“You'll tell me if it’s too much.” Not a question, but a 
statement of trust. 


“Of course, and I’ll knock you on your ass, too.” Tim 
squeezed Otto’s balls just enough to make his thighs ache, 
then he released them only to bite Otto on the ass. 


“Fuck!” Otto stumbled and ended up sprawled on top 
of Tim on the couch. He righted himself and in seconds had 


Tim over his lap. A red handprint already decorated one 
cheek. Otto landed a sharp slap to the other to make them 
match. 


“Ungh! Again!” Tim pushed up on his toes, raising his 
ass in the air. He curled his fingers around Otto’s calves 
and it felt like his nails bit through skin. 


Otto rained the spanks down on Tim’s ass, hard, soft, 
quick, slower, top to bottom, bringing Tim to a keening, 
back arching moment of beauty. “More?” he asked since 
Tim was begging. Otto wanted to be sure, though. His cock 
was throbbing and Tim’s was leaking pre-cum all over 
Otto’s thighs. 


“Please,” Tim sobbed, thrusting, rutting mindlessly as 
he sought his release. 


Otto obliged him, catching him where his butt cheek 
and thigh met. Tim howled and Otto felt hot spunk spray 
between them. He smacked Tim’s ass again, drawing a 
shout from him. “I told you not to come unless I gave you 
permission.” 


“S-sorry,” Tim panted, his ass clenching and 
unclenching beneath the weight of Otto’s hand. “Couldn’t 
help it, I swear.” 


Otto kneaded a handful of red, hot flesh. “You 
couldn’t?” 


Tim moaned and shook, rocking against Otto’s lap. 
“Noooo. Uh, gods, you don’t know what you do to me.” 


Otto used both hands to part Tim’s cheeks. He 
watched his hole flutter and goose bumps skitter over Tim’s 
ass. “Oh, but I think I do.” Otto raked a finger over Tim’s 
pucker then pushed it in. He knew the burn would pale 
beside the pain of his spanked ass. 


“Yes, please, do it! I need to fucking feel you.” Tim 
shoved back, enveloping Otto’s finger in a rough move. 
“Give them to me, fucking do it, Otto. I’m begging you.” 


He was, it was true, but Otto hesitated. Tim had been 
too sore to be fucked just a day earlier. He wasn’t eager to 
put that sweet ass out of commission again. “Compromise,” 
he murmured. Otto spread Tim’s cheeks further apart and 
spat. Saliva never made the best lube, drying up too fast, 
but it’d ease the way somewhat. At first. Otto pushed a 
second finger in beside the first and went in deep, no 
hesitating. 


Tim arched, his back bowing in a beautiful manner. 
“Yes, fucking hell, yes, just like that.” The groan coming 
from his lips after he spoke had Otto curling over him and 
working his hole hard. Tim didn’t want easy any more than 
Otto wanted to give him easy. He finger fucked Tim until 
Tim’s cock was hard and his hole hot from the friction. The 
puckered skin was pink and puffy and Otto pulled his 
fingers out and stood, lifting Tim with him. He splayed Tim 


over the back of the couch on his belly and dived in 
between his cheeks, licking and lapping at his ass hole. 


The sounds Tim made were incredible, moans and 
whimpers, begging words and pleas. Otto kept his hands on 
Tim’s ass, pushing back every time Tim tried to squeeze his 
cheeks. He speared his tongue into Tim’s opening and 
licked around his inner rim. He sealed his lips around his 
outer rim and sucked until Tim sobbed for more. 


Otto flipped him onto his back just as he’d imagined 
doing earlier. Tim had to arch and, as lovely as he looked, 
Tim couldn’t be comfortable and Otto would worry about 
hurting him. 


“Get down on your hands and knees,” Otto ordered as 
he hefted Tim back up. He helped Tim get to his knees. 
Otto spat a couple of times in his palm as he told Tim to 
lower his chest to the floor. Tim did, spreading his legs, too, 
so that his pink pucker shone like a beacon between his 
cheeks. 


Otto didn’t wait. He could feel Tim’s need surging 
right along with his, feel the desperation flowing between 
them. Otto covered Tim as completely as he could, bringing 
on leg up beside Tim’s, one behind him. He lined up his 
dick and hooked an arm under Tim. “Mine,” he proclaimed 
as he surged forward, his cock driven forcefully into the 
silky warmth of Tim’s sheath. “Ah, fuck, Tim. So hot, so 
tight, perfect for me, baby.” Otto rotated his hips, trying to 
sink just that much deeper into Tim’s body. 


Tim moved, shifted his legs somehow and Otto’s cock 
bottomed out fully. “Fuck me, Otto, come on, fuck me fuck 
me fuck me!” 


Like he really had to ask. Or demand, Otto corrected. 
“Brace yourself.” He pulled back all the way, going slower 
as his crown stretched Tim’s hole beautifully. 


“Otto, back in,” Tim said, almost whining with his 
need. 


Otto gritted his teeth and slammed back in, and 
didn’t stop again. Tim yelped and shoved back. He dropped 
his shoulders lower, then finally slapped his hands against 
the couch for all the good it did him. Otto held him tight 
and reamed his ass with powerful thrusts that slid him 
forward, only to jerk him back into place again. 


Again and again Otto drove in and out of Tim’s 
velvety heat, revelling in the feel of those soft inner 
muscles clenching and contracting around his cock, as if 
trying to hold him inside. He knew his grip was bruising, 
and Tim’s whimpers and moans sang his praises with each 
brush over his gland. Otto kept at it, kept making sure he 
rubbed over Tim’s prostate until Tim screamed a startled 
sound as his legs gave out. 


The scent of Tim’s spunk hit Otto even as he followed 
Tim down to the floor. He didn’t lose a beat, didn’t alter his 
rhythm, riding Tim relentlessly until finally dropping down 
and finding that sweet spot on his neck. Otto struck quickly, 


biting the tender flesh and pumping harder into Tim’s ass. 
Rapturous sensations shot throughout Otto as his balls sent 
cum shooting from his dick. He moaned around the taste of 
Tim and blood, flesh and mate, and filled Tim with his 
essence. 


When he finally floated down from his climax, Otto 
realised he was fully lying on Tim. Little strained huffs of 
breath slipped from Tim’s parted lips. At some point, Otto 
had released Tim’s neck, and twin rivulets of thin, watery 
blood ran from the bite. Otto laved the spot thoroughly, 
sucking until the bleeding stopped. He lifted off Tim and 
rolled to his side, bringing Tim with him. 


Tim grumbled and turned until he was facing Otto. 
He hissed and narrowed his eyes at Otto. “My ass is gonna 
ache for days.” 


Otto started to apologise, but Tim lurched forward 
and slammed his mouth over Otto’s. Otto tasted blood—his 
own, he knew. He’d felt his lip split, and it made his dick 
twitch. Tim pulled back and gave him a knowing smile. 


“Just wait until it’s my turn to bring you what you 
need.” 


Otto shivered and closed his eyes. He could hardly 
wait. 


Chapter Fourteen 


A pounding on the hotel room door woke Tim. He 
reached for Otto and the moment his palm touch cooling 
sheets he was alert and up, looking for his mate. The 
shower was running, which answered his question of where 
Otto was. Tim wound the sheet around his hips and 
waddled to the hotel room door. A glance out of the 
peephole and he saw Dane, who was almost dwarfed by the 
big guy behind him, Gansukh. Tim felt a pang of guilt that 
he hadn’t grilled Otto on Gansukh since Dane had run off 
with him, but Dane was an adult, and Tim didn’t think Otto 
would have a dangerous person for a friend, despite 
Gansukh’s size. 


Tim unlocked the door and pulled it open. “Come in.” 
He turned and waddled to the small kitchen. He needed 
some caffeine if he was going to be coherent. 


“Do you want us to wait in here while you get 
dressed? I think you’ve got the toga-sheet thing on wrong.” 


Tim shot a glare at Dane. “Oh ha-ha. You woke me 
from a much needed sleep. Don’t expect special treatment 
just because you brought company over.” His smile was 
tentative when he nodded at Gansukh, who gave him an 


almost loopy smile back. Somebody sure is happy. In fact, 
Dane and Gansukh both looked happy. That was good— 
there were worse things in the world to be, and Tim wanted 
Dane to be happy. 


“T’ll be right back,” he said. His plans for caffeine 
would have to wait. The shower had stopped and he had 
visions of Otto coming out bare assed, even if it was 
irrational. Otto should have heard their guests. “Help 
yourselves to a drink. Haven’t got anything but whatever is 
stocked in the fridge.” Sodas, juice, water—there should be 
something for them. 


Tim reached the bathroom door just as it swung up. 
Steam hit him, heating his skin almost as much as the sight 
of Otto wearing nothing more than a towel. Tim looked him 
up and down, taking in every bead of water sliding over his 
skin, at least on the front. The man was sex in a tiny white 
towel, that was all there was to it. 


“I wasn’t expecting guests.” 


“Me either,” Tim muttered. His cock was already half 
hard just from the visual display of sleek muscles. “But 
we've got company, and I need to get dressed too.” 


Otto touched the sheet. “We could fix you up with this 


Tim snorted and slapped his hand away. “I don’t think 
so. Hang on, I'll grab our clothes and we can get dressed. I 


need to dispense with the morning—” Tom checked himself. 
“Evening breath, whatever. What time is it?” 


“It was almost seven when I woke up. We need to eat, 
and Naran sent a message saying Ochir is recovering but 
still not able to even look at a man or hear one’s voice 
without panicking. She is planning on seeing if he can talk 
to her about the man who took him tomorrow.” 


Tim had to press a hand to his stomach as he looked 
at their bags. “What do the police say?” 


He could almost hear Otto shrug as he felt his 
agitation through their bond. “Not much. Ochir wouldn’t 
speak to the male officers, and the female one didn’t seem 
to care much about an orphaned child. She implied, 
according to Naran, that Ochir had been caught stealing 
from someone and got beaten for it. Naran intends to file 
complaints with everyone she can. She hasn’t texted 
anything more since then. I think she was preparing to take 
on the hospital over their visiting hours.” 


“Naran will be a good person to have on Ochir’s 
side.” She reminded Tim of his own mother, fierce and 
protective, a leopardess guarding her cubs. He had no 
doubt Naran would tear down the city if that was what it 
took to keep Ochir safe. “You know, maybe it would be a 
good idea for Naran to take Ochir away from here. I don’t 
know what the options are, but as far away as they could 
get. I really don’t trust the fucker who hurt Ochir not to 


come back for him.” He pulled out clothes for Otto and 
tossed them to him. 


“Why would he do that? He left Ochir for us to find.” 


Tim grabbed underwear and jeans, a faded button up 
shirt and socks. He answered as he began to dress. “It’s a 
power thing, I think. He gave us Ochir, and he took away 
your home, and everything in it. There’s...” Tim shook his 
head at the idea springing up unbidden. 


“What?” Otto sat on the bed beside where Tim was 
standing. He touched Tim’s hand as he snapped the elastic 
around his waist. His dark eyes pulled at Tim, freeing the 
thought just shaping in Tim’s mind. 


“There’s always the possibility whoever this is knows 
about us, about shifters.” Tim fought against a shiver and a 
roll of fear he refused to acknowledge. “Maybe he hates us 
for being different, maybe he’s jealous, or maybe he wants 
to use what we are and exploit us.” 


“Maybe.” Otto’s expression became softer as he got a 
far-off look in his eyes. “Or maybe he suspects.” He huffed 
and continued dressing, as did Tim. “Fuck, maybe he’s just 
the sick bastard I thought him to be in the first place. He 
could just be getting lucky with the evading me part. He 
could be aware of the fact that he stinks.” 


“I don’t think so,” Tim said without giving it a 
thought. “The odour is there, yes, but it’s subtle, like...” He 
struggled with how to explain it. Even getting the gist of it 


in his head was hard. “Like something rotting from the 
inside out, you know?” he settled on. “It’s as if the smell 
leaks from his pores in minute amounts, but you just know 
inside he’s one nasty fucker.” 


Tim buttoned his shirt up and faced Otto, who was 
watching him with a perplexed look. 


“You think maybe we can smell evil?” 


Otto’s question flummoxed Tim and he stuttered for a 
second before he hitched a shoulder. “I don’t know, but I 
doubt it. It really does seem to me that something is wrong 
with the man, something physical.” 


“Okay, you’ve got as good a theory as any right now.” 
Otto stood and held a hand out to him. “Let’s go see how 
my attempt at matchmaking went.” 


Tim rolled his eyes but took Otto’s hand. Otto hadn’t 
had anything to do with hooking Dane and Gansukh up, but 
even so, Tim wasn’t going to pop his bubble, especially not 
when Otto looked so pleased with himself when they 
walked into the kitchen to find Gansukh with Dane bent 
over one arm, kissing the stuffing out of the man. 


“Ahem.” 


Otto was nicer than he was. Tim had wanted to clap 
his hands together as loudly as possible. Gansukh took his 
time ending the kiss, and the way Dane clung to him, the 


shaking in his hands as he held Gansukh’s shoulders, didn’t 
go unnoticed by Tim. 


“T'd apologise, but damn,” Dane sighed and closed his 
eyes as he leaned against his—Tim wasn’t sure what 
Gansukh was to Dane. A fuck buddy? A one night stand? Or 
was there something more than lust between the two? 


“I think there might be more,” Otto thought, “but 
whether it will last remains to be seen.” 


Dane mumbled and opened his eyes, zooming right in 
on Tim. “Anyway, Gansukh can bend me over and do 
whatever he wants, whether it’s kiss me or whatever, any 
time.” 


Gansukh was beaming with pride and peering at 
Dane as if the sun revolved around him. Tim found himself 
really hoping this wasn’t a flash and burn relationship and 
the two men would find what they needed in one another. 


“Me too,” Otto agreed. “Gansukh is a good guy with a 
big heart, and he’s been lonely for a long time. Kind of like 
I think Dane has been.” 


Tim just caught himself in time to keep from nodding. 
“Congratulations,” he told Dane. “I won’t harass your 
boyfriend like you’ve done to Otto.” He winked and waved 
in the direction of the small living area. “Shall we sit?” 


“I didn’t harass Otto, I was watching out for you,” 
Dane pointed out. “But now I think you two were made for 


each other. I can see you both here...” Some of the sparkle 
vanished from Dane’s eyes. “You’re going to end up living 
here, aren’t you?” 


A tug of guilt in his gut and Tim thought of not just 
Dane, but his entire family. “I don’t know what we’re going 
to do, but it’ll be with Otto, for sure.” The raw truth was, he 
couldn’t be without Otto, not without being utterly 
miserable. Whether it was because they were mates or 
because they cared so strongly for each other, it didn’t 
matter. Tim wanted to stay with Otto, wanted Otto to stay 
with him. 


“We’ll probably spend time in the US and here, divide 
it up so we see Tim’s family and friends plenty,” Otto 
offered. 


Gansukh cleared his throat and when he spoke he 
kept his gaze on Dane. “You might end up wanting to do 
something like that, given time.” 


Even in his stilted English, his message was clear, 
and Tim’s heart lightened knowing Dane had someone else 
to care about him. Dane deserved to be loved, and Tim 
thought Gansukh was capable of loving Dane for all his 
quirks, and for his loyal heart. 


“Why don’t we go eat?” Otto asked when Dane and 
Gansukh continued to stare into one another’s eyes. “I’m 
starving, and I need to check in with the police and see if 
anyone has learned anything new.” 


That got Gansukh’s attention. He twitched and pulled 
out his phone, but this time when he spoke Tim didn’t 
understand a damn word he said. Otto translated. “He’s 
sorry for switching to Khalkha but he’s tired and thinking 
in English is making his head hurt. He asked Sakund to let 
him know if he heard anything. Sakund has connections 
everywhere.” 


Gansukh fiddled with his phone and it beeped. He 
shook his head and once again Otto translated when he 
spoke. 


“No, nothing. He’ll ask around and get back to me if 
he has any information.” Otto reached out and patted 
Gansukh’s shoulder. “Thank you, my friend. I appreciate 
your help.” 


Gansukh smiled, content in his happiness. Dane 
snuggled up to him and addressed Tim. “I think we’re going 
to skip getting food. We snacked earlier, and Gansukh 
mentioned taking me to his place.” Dane’s cheeks tinted 
pink and Tim had to bite his bottom lip to keep it from 
dropping open. He’d never seen Dane look bashful! “Unless 
you want us to go with you. Gansukh would be awesome 
protection.” Dane ran his hands down Gansukh’s thick 
arms and Tim could smell the desire rising between them. 


“We can take care of ourselves,” Tim said, suddenly 
eager for their guests to leave before he sprouted wood 
from their pheromones. “Besides, we’ll probably go to 
Steve and Lona’s to eat, right?” He checked with Otto, who 


agreed. “I don’t think anyone, even Gansukh, could take on 
Lona and win.” 


“No kidding,” Gansukh rumbled out. “She is like the 
mother snow leopards in the mountains, protecting her 
cubs.” Then he winked and Tim could only gawp at him like 
a fool as Gansukh and Dane left. He wasn’t even sure he’d 
responded to their goodbyes. 


“I wonder,” Otto said, dragging Tim from his stupor. 
“I mean, that just seemed a weird comparison.” 


“You have no idea,” Tim muttered. He’d just used the 
Same one in his own head for Naran, hadn’t he? A fact he 
shoved at Otto, opening the thought to him. 


“Huh.” Otto opened the small refrigerator and took 
out two sodas. After opening them, he handed one to Tim. 
“Drink up. I don’t know about you, but I sure as hell need a 
caffeine kick.” 


Tim chugged the drink in a couple of gulps. The 
carbonation made his eyes and throat burn, but the sugary 
sweetness quenched his thirst as only pop could at times. 
He chucked the can in the trash and propped a hand on his 
hip. “So, do you think Gansukh knows? And Naran? I swear 
she’s looking into my brain sometimes.” 


“I know what you mean. She has this way of 
narrowing her eyes...” Otto mock-shivered. “Just damn. But 
I’ve got the feeling she knows something about us shifters. 


It’s possible. There’s always been rumours, legends and 
stories told about the mountain ghosts.” 


Tim’s insides twisted at the idea of Dane knowing, 
mainly because if he found out from someone besides Tim, 
he was going to throw a hissy. And even if Tim did tell him, 
he’d throw a hissy because Tim had waited years to confide 
in him. 


Otto took his hand and started walking them to the 
bedroom. “We need our phones and room keys,” he 
explained when Tim gave him a questioning look. “But back 
to Dane, since you were thinking about him. You never 
know, Dane might handle it better than you think, once he’s 
had time to understand the reasons why you didn’t blurt it 
out the first time you met.” 


“You don’t know Dane.” Tim put his phone and key 
into his pockets, then he twined his fingers with Otto’s until 
the left the hotel room. Conscious of the more stringent 
society standards here, Tim tugged his hand free and 
settled for occasionally bumping shoulders as he and Otto 
walked. “You sure your folks are okay with us dropping in.” 


“Yes,” Otto said unhesitatingly. “I’ve got nag-o-grams 
from both parents to stop in. Vendalie is supposed to be 
there. She’ll probably alternate between grilling you and 
drooling over you. And she’s going to love your hair.” Otto 
ran his hand down the thick braid before giving it a tug. 
“You'll be lucky if she doesn’t take the band off and start 
playing with it.” 


“I expect you to rescue me if she does.” Tim batted 
his lashes and got a laugh from Otto that warmed him to 
his toes. Outside, the night was cold and the wind was 
strong enough to make one stumble if they weren’t careful. 
Tim and Otto stopped and checked the area, using all of 
their senses. Tim got a distinct feeling of being watched, 
but couldn’t see anyone around. Even so, the hairs on the 
back of his neck and on his forearms felt as if they were 
vibrating with the awareness of being spied on. 


“I feel it too.” Otto turned slowly, just as Tim did, 
using their enhanced vision to search out anyone who 
might be a threat. The wind didn’t carry the stench they 
associated with the poacher, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t 
nearby, only that he might be downwind. “Where could he 
be?” Otto murmured. 


Tim wondered the same thing. It wasn’t like 
Dalanzadgad was a thriving metropolis, but there were 
buildings, and further away scattered dwellings. The place 
was growing, but it had yet to explode into the modern 
world. There were several places for someone to hide, 
maybe even out towards the mountains. If they had high 
quality night viewing binoculars or a telescope or some 
such thing, they could probably see for miles. 


“He could be anywhere,” Tim pointed out, frustration 
making his temper kick in. “He’s probably sitting on his ass 
laughing at us right now. Come on, I’m tired of playing his 
fucking game. Let’s go have a nice meal with you family, 


relax for a while, then we will check in with Naran and call 
to see if there’s any leads about the fire.” 


The drive to Steve and Lona’s gave Tim the time he 
needed to shake his irritation. He delighted in being able to 
simply hold Otto’s hand and have a regular conversation 
with him. Otto was whip-smart and handsome, and Tim 
knew he’d hit the mate jackpot with him. He just hoped 
Otto never felt like he got the short end of the deal. 


Other than a car he hadn’t seen there before, nothing 
at Otto’s parent’s house was different. “My sister’s car,” 
Otto pointed out, when Tim guessed he’d tensed up. 


“Oh.” Tim chuffed a laugh at himself. “I feel stupid. 
Like catching the bad guy would be so easy.” 


“Not so easy if he was parked and inside my parents’ 
house with my family inside.” Otto shut off his truck. 


Tim grimaced and smacked his forehead. “Sorry, I 
didn’t mean it like that. I was just...seeing if I could still 
stick my entire foot in my mouth.” 


“Almost,” Otto said with a laugh. “Come on, Vendelia 
is already looking out of the curtains at us.” 


Tim groaned, thinking of the way his own sister could 
torment him. “Tell me she will go gently with me.” 


Otto draped an arm over his shoulders. “If you want 
me to lie...” 


Just then the front door opened and a buxom, dark 
haired beauty stepped out onto the porch. Her scent was 
heavy on the air, suspicion and protectiveness evident in 
her stance. 


“She looks loaded for bear,” Tim whispered, knowing 
she very likely heard him. 


Otto stopped and frowned at him. “What does that 
mean?” 


Tim returned the frown with a roll of his eyes. “It 
means she’s fully prepared for a confrontation.” 


Otto eyed his sister. “Pretty much. Vendelia,” he 
hollered, “chill out.” 


Vendelia flipped him off but her posture changed 
subtly, a relaxing of muscles that signified a change in 
attitude, Tim hoped. “Hurry up, dinner’s getting cold. Mom 
insisted we wait for your ass instead of eating at six.” 


“Poor baby,” Otto crooned. “Did she let you have a 
snack?” 


“Oh fuck you, bro.” Vendelia turned her sharp gaze 
on Tim. “So, you’re my brother’s mate. I guess I can’t be 
too hard on you since it’s destiny and all that.” She 
shuddered, and Tim wasn’t sure she was faking it. “God, I 
hope it never happens to me. The last thing I want is to eat 
the same crackers every day for the rest of my life.” 


Tim blinked as his brain processed the metaphor. He 
was a cracker? Being with the same person for the rest of 
your life was like eating saltines each and every day? What 
kind of messed up view of monogamy was that? 


Otto squeezed Tim’s shoulder and stopped them at 
the steps in front of Vendelia. “Only an idiot would settle 
for crackers. I know I have a prime steak to eat, every day, 
and I can spice it and season it any way I want to, and it 
will always taste like ambrosia.” 


“Wow, you both suck with metaphors,” Tim griped. 
He tipped his chin at Vendelia. “But yours was worse. And 
anyways, like with Otto’s point, only an idiot would eat the 
same thing every day without even trying to add new 
flavours.” 


Metaphors weren’t his thing, either. 


Vendelia’s laughter had a husky, musical quality to it. 
She held out a hand and stepped back. “Oh, I think I’m 
going to like you, Tim Trujillo. My parents have been 
singing your praises for days now, and you are a very 
smart, very pretty thing. I can’t wait to play with your hair.” 


“I’m not a thing,” Tim muttered, feeling very much 
like a piece of meat, or cake, or some such sumptuous food 
as Vendelia ogled him. “And you’d better not touch my 
hair.” He did shake her hand, unsurprised by her strong 
grip. Vendelia struck him as a strong woman, period. He 
suspected they’d be fast friends soon enough. 


“I can tell you my secrets for beautiful, silky soft 
hair,” Vendelia offered by way of bribe. 


Otto stepped in and rolled Tim’s braid around his fist. 
“He can probably tell you his secrets for it. I’ve hardly ever 
felt anything so soft.” 


Vendelia reached out and Otto clucked his tongue at 
her. “Uh uh uh, no groping my mate. And you were mean to 
him, calling him a thing. If a man referred to you as a 
pretty thing you’d castrate him.” 


“Well duh,” Vendelia said as she turned and held the 
door open. “Although in the name of equality, I guess I 
shouldn’t pick on you, Tim. I would indeed hurt you if you 
said I was a pretty thing, but I wouldn’t if you commented 
on my brains.” 


He was betting on Vendelia having a sense of humour, 
but Tim still made sure he had Otto between them when he 
said, “I’ll let you know if I ever see proof of them.” 


Vendelia sucked in a sharp breath and Tim thought 
he’d totally fucked up until she and Otto both burst out 
laughing. 


“Oh Timmy,” Vendelia finally got out, making him 
cringe with the dreaded nickname, “I think you and I are 
going to get along just fine.” 


Tim hoped so. Maybe then he could convince her to 
never call him Timmy again. It always made him feel like a 


six-year-old kid, and that made him feel insecure because 
he’d realised at such a young age how different he was in 
appearance from the rest of his family. Oscar hadn’t been 
born then, so Tim hadn’t had even him to compare himself 
to. 


“Deep thoughts, sweetheart,” Otto rumbled in his ear. 
If his intention was to chase off the serious funk 
threatening Tim, it worked. Instead, arousal began to 
flutter in his groin, and Tim gave his mate a grateful smile. 


“Any time,” Otto said, breathing the words against 
the sensitive skin of his neck. “I think I am going to love 
distracting you.” 


Tim was pretty sure he was going to love it, too. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Otto wasn’t happy about not being able to stay by 
Tim’s side all day, but he was realistic. They were both 
capable of taking care of themselves, but he couldn’t shake 
the notion that the person they were hunting was 
something more, or knew enough about them to hurt them. 
It was unnerving, and frustrating, just like the way Naran 
was looking at him. 


“What Naran?” Otto finally barked out, “Just say it 
already. I’m getting tired of the knowing smirks.” 


Naran blanched but didn’t reply right away, instead 
glancing at the window to the hospital room where Ochir 
was Sleeping. “You’ll scare him, acting like some macho 
ass. He’s been through too much. I don’t even know if I can 
help him, but I have to try. He’s my child, even if he wasn’t 
born from my body. I should have insisted, shouldn’t have 
been so afraid of being rejected. Every child needs a home, 
a family. I was too stupid...” 


Otto tried very hard not to appear as shocked as he 
felt by Naran’s excessive talking. Normally she was as 
sparse with words as she was with smiles. But apparently 
she had a burden she needed to unload, and so Otto 


listened as she went on, bleeding out her guilt at having let 
her own pride and fear keep her from giving Ochir a home 
even when he’d first refused. No doubt he’d been scared, 
and unsure of whether he could trust anyone. Otto felt for 
the boy, and he intended to make sure the man who’d hurt 
him paid—although, if Naran got to him first, there 
wouldn’t be much left over for Otto to deal with. 


Naran finally sighed and startled Otto by placing her 
hand on his. She turned her big, brown eyes up at him, and 
there in their depths, Otto saw the truth before she spoke 
it. 


“I know. I’ve always known.” Naran exhaled and 
leaned in closer. “My father has known. He said our family 
always has, and we work in our own way to protect your 
kind as well as our dear species. It’s why we have the shop, 
to help hunt out those who would poach our defenceless 
creatures, and to keep an eye out on our sacred dual- 
spirited ones as well.” 


“Sacred?” was what Otto managed to sputter out. 
“We’re not sacred.” He realised his admission but it was 
too late to retract, and besides, Naran would never let him. 
“We’re born, we live, we love if we’re lucky, we hurt and 
laugh, and we die, Naran. Just like everyone else.” 


Naran had really freaked him out then, cupping his 
neck and pulling his head down. Otto broke out in a sweat, 
thinking she was going to kiss him, but she merely brought 
his forehead to hers. “You are blessed with the spirit of the 


snow leopard. How, why, these things have been lost, I am 
afraid. Perhaps people existed first, or the leopard, I do not 
profess to know. Why your family was chosen, maybe once 
they were favoured by the gods. The reasons do not matter 
now, just that you are, and the others like you as well. If 
you tell me you cannot see how sacred that makes you, I 
will tell you you are a fool.” 


Otto wasn’t sure what to say, but he truly didn’t 
believe he or any of the shifters were sacred. Special, yes. 
Blessed by the spirits inside them that made them what 
they were? Definitely, but explaining anything more to 
Naran than what she knew seemed unwise, and so he 
didn’t, instead brushing a quick kiss across her brow before 
pulling back. 


“Has Ochir given you anything at all I can use to find 
the man who hurt him?” Not only was he ready to get away 
from the subject of what he was being known to humans, 
he wanted to put an end to the fear of the poacher harming 
those he cared for. Ochir deserved to know he was safe, 
that the man who’d hurt him would never do so again. 


Turning on the bench until she was angled towards 
the window to Ochir’s hospital room, she gave a sharp tip 
of her head. “Yes. He said the man kept talking in different 
languages, but when he addressed Ochir directly he spoke 
like a native. No accent, no hesitating. The little he saw of 
the man before he was blindfolded in a cave not far from 
where we looked—” 


yw 


“We found the cave,” Otto interrupted, “I’m sorry. 
We’ve been going at our conversations in fits and starts, 
but yes. It was beyond the Vengi Pass. Nothing useful in 
there but a name carved into the stone ground, Amar 
Rana.” 


Naran picked at her bottom lip, worrying the skin 
there. Otto figured it was worth a shot to ask her about it. 
No one else had turned anything up yet. 


“Does the name mean anything to you?” Otto looked 
up at the window she kept watching. “A bunch of the files 
went missing at SLCP. We thought maybe this sick bastard 
had been an employee, or was somehow connected to the 
programme or someone in it, and maybe, like you, he 
knows about us.” 


That got Naran’s attention. She quit abusing her lip 
and hummed as if mulling something over as she eyed Otto. 


“What?” He hoped he didn’t have something on his 
face, smudged toothpaste or something worse. Otto nearly 
had to sit on his hands to keep from wiping at his mouth, or 
nose. Naran was skeeving him out. 


Naran’s smile had a satisfied tilt to it, as if she’d 
accomplished her goal by making him utterly self- 
conscious. 


“Seriously, Naran, I’m beginning to get irritated.” 
There was no ‘beginning’ to it. If she kept looking at him 


like that, Otto was going to be certain she was deliberately 
fucking with him. 


“I think maybe you are right and this man does know 
of your kind.” Naran propped her arm on the back of the 
bench. “Amar Rana was a character in a fairy tale, perhaps 
one you wouldn’t be familiar with since its origins are from 
India, I believe. My mother’s mother was Indian. She would 
tell me this story when I was little, about a demigod, 
Vinkhu, who could shift into a leopard. He fell in love with a 
woman, I always thought, and that is how my grandmother 
told it. Amar Rana was blessed by the gods with beauty and 
grace, and a loyal heart. Vinkhu fell in love with her and 
took her for his own.” 


Naran made a rude sound and shook her head. 
“Romantic shit, I always thought. Amar Rana was slower to 
love Vinkhu, but once she did, she was his for life. Except 
one of the gods who’d blessed her became jealous. He’d 
always intended to take Amar Rana for his own. He got 
distracted and lost track of time, too busy playing the 
whore with other human women, planting his seed in them 
and all such male idiocy. When he found out Vinkhu had 
taken Amar Rana, the jealous god went insane and vowed 
to destroy Vinkhu.” 


Naran looked at him from the corner of her eye. “This 
is all about male egos and penises. As is most thoughtless 
violence.” 


Otto would not be stupid enough to ask her if 
thoughtful violence was a female thing. He had a feeling 
Naran would do her best to kick his ass, and he didn’t want 
to hurt her. 


“So Vinkhu tried to fight, but he was only a demigod, 
not that strong after all. When he knew he was dying, he 
used the last of his powers to send his spirit into Amar 
Rana. She welcomed him, as blindly and stupidly devoted 
as she was to him. His spirit filled her, taking a second form 
in her—the snow leopard, if you haven’t guessed.” 


Otto had, but saw no point in saying so. Naran was on 
a roll. 


“The god came to Amar Rana after killing Vinkhu and 
tried everything to win her love, or more likely, just to get 
laid. Men,” she scoffed. “Amar Rana wasn’t made to be 
fickle, so she was not, and the jealous god screamed and 
did all the things jealous gods do, starting with ripping 
Vinkhu’s spirit from Amar Rana in a painful, murderous 
rage. Except that killed her, and in his absolute fury over 
being denied a good rape and torture session, he tore her 
body apart and flung her limbs in each of the four 
directions.” She shrugged. “Typical miserable tale, no 
happy ending. The important thing, I believe, is the part 
where Amar Rana had the snow leopard spirit ripped from 
her. What would that do to someone?” 


Under Naran’s knowing stare, Otto shivered. There 
was a certainty in her manner he couldn’t refute. What 


would happen to a shifter if their dual nature was 
destroyed, leaving them only a human? Otto couldn’t 
imagine. His snow leopard was such a part of him, he 
hardly even gave it conscious thought, but it affected 
almost everything he did. 


“It makes you wonder, doesn’t it,” Naran murmured. 
She stood up and tucked a finger under Otto’s chin so he 
looked right at her. “The man is not much taller than I am, 
and he’s soft but not fat, Ochir said. Thin hair, white or 
blond, he couldn’t be sure. Black eyes, but I don’t know if 
he meant the irises were literally black or someone had hit 
the man. A slight limp, he thought, but for all he knew the 
ass could have stumbled. That’s all Ochir could tell me.” 


Naran popped up onto her toes and pecked his cheek, 
a surprising gesture from her. She waved and made her 
way back inside. 


Otto sat there and ran through the story she’d told 
him. Was the poacher then claiming some kindred loss of 
spirit with Aram Rana? Or what he threatening to rip the 
shifter spirit from Otto and the other shifters? That wasn’t 
possible, was it? 


But the mountain ghosts rumours and legends held 
more than a grain of truth, so what was to say Naran’s 
horrible tale didn’t, too? If only there was some registry of 
shifters—a ridiculous thought. Such a list could cause 
devastation for them if it fell into the wrong hands. Even 
his father wouldn’t attempt such a thing. Steve wanted to 


protect them, and learn all he could to do so, just as Otto 
did. And Tim, too. He had studied for years in order to be 
able to learn about his ancestors and help his family. 


Otto knew digging around online would probably not 
turn up much information. He might be able to find 
something about the whole Vinkhu and Amar Rana legend, 
or story, he was never quite clear on what was which. 
Finding something on a shifter who had somehow lost half 
his soul, though, that was what he suspected he needed to 
find and wouldn’t. What were his choices? There were no 
other choices except to try and find out who the man was 
who’d burned his home and beaten a little boy. 


Instead of calling Tim to tell him what Naran had 
said, Otto decided to go to the SLCP office. The urge to see 
Tim pulsed in him along with each heartbeat. It was a sort 
of giddiness, this sensation of being infatuated and 
entranced with someone. 


No, not someone. Tim. Otto reached for Tim, wanting 
to simply feel his mind touch his mate’s. Like an electrical 
current, Tim’s energy rolled into him, infusing him with a 
heady feeling that he was sure set a silly grin on his face. 


“Are you free for lunch?” Otto’s plans didn’t include 
food, unless eating Tim’s ass counted. 


“Oh Goddamn, Otto, I just spat my soda all over my 
keyboard!” 


He envisioned Tim blushing and wiping the sticky 
sweetness from his desktop. When Steve and Dane’s 
laughter filtered through the vision he knew Tim was 
sharing his ongoing experience with him. 


“Come to the office. Dane will be heading off to lunch 
soon and we can run over what you’ve found out with 
Steve.” 


Otto sighed silently but didn’t argue. His plans for 
Tim’s ass would have to wait, which was probably best. It 
was a Short drive to the SLCP offices, and as Otto was 
walking in, Dane was on the way out. A horn blared behind 
him and Otto turned to wave at Gansukh. When he faced 
forward again Dane was almost on top of him, smirking, fit 
to be tied. 


“Looks like you and the secret stealth club in the 
office get to have a working lunch while I get to be fucked 
by a stud until my brain melts.” The smug look vanished 
and a tic kicked up on Dane’s jaw. “It’d be nice if I wasn’t 
excluded. I know there’s more going on than what I’ve been 
told.” 


And Dane took off, pushing past Otto and calling out 
to Gansukh. Otto rubbed at his chest, not because he’d 
been shoved—Dane was too short to shoulder him there— 
but because he found that he felt guilty for hurting the guy. 
Dane was smart, observant, and he’d realised something 
was being kept from him. 


Otto could easily imagine how it must hurt Dane to 
know his best friend of many years was confiding in people 
who were, in length of time at least, strangers. Dane 
wouldn’t know about the mate bond, or the other secrets 
they shared. How could he? But could he be trusted? Otto 
thought he could. It would be Tim’s decision, of course, and 
if Dane and Gansukh ended up making a long-term thing of 
their hook-ups, then Gansukh would no doubt end up 
knowing for sure too. 


This was becoming a complicated mess, and it 
needed to be figured out. Otto mulled it over as he entered 
the building. He was sure Tim was picking up on his 
thoughts as he became aware of Tim’s concern over Dane. 
Otto believed Tim should have the right to confide in 
someone he trusted. 


The office door swung open and Tim came out. “Hey.” 


“I missed you.” Otto reached for him, uncaring of who 
might see. The only other person there would be his dad, 
since Dane had taken off. 


Tim’s smile set Otto’s stomach to fluttering. “That’s 
what I really wanted to say, not ‘hey’. I missed you, too, 
even though it’s only been a few hours. I thought I was 
being silly.” 


“No, we aren’t being silly.” He clasped Tim to him 
and kissed him, soaking in the feel of him, the taste and 
smell of him, the soft, silky texture of his hair. Otto pulled 


the band off and started fingering the thick braid loose. By 
the time he reached Tim’s skull, Tim was moaning and 
palming Otto’s cock. 


Otto assumed they’d get a little less mushy as they 
spent more time together. Maybe they wouldn’t. Their bond 
wasn’t going to get weaker. 


Tim sucked on his lower lip and Otto’s entire body 
went tight as heat pooled in his groin. He raised his head 
and rocked his brow on Tim’s. “We better cool it,” he 
rasped. “I don’t want Dad walking out here and catching 
me fucking you against the wall.” 


“Jesus. Shit, don’t say things like that.” Tim actually 
panted for a moment as he struggled to get himself under 
control. “Now Ill have the image of you doing me right 
here burned into my mind.” Tim’s mouth was quirked up 
just so at the edges. “Thanks.” 


Otto smiled back but there was no possible way he 
could compete with the sheer, smoking sexiness Tim was 
emitting. “Any time.” He purred the offer, making sure Tim 
got the visual of Otto pressing him face against the wall 
and fucking him until Tim’s spurted cum on the cool tile. 


“Maybe your dad should go get us lunch.” Tim 
pressed against Otto’s shoulder until Otto’s back hit the 
wall. “Then I’d shove your pants down and fuck you against 
the wall, make you shoot with nothing more than my dick in 
your ass and the hard wall rubbing you off.” 


Tim’s low, rough voice was almost as stimulating as 
his words. Otto gulped and stuffed a hand in his pants 
pocket, glad he’d worn loose cargos so he could take 
advantage of the long pockets and touch his dick through 
the material. 


“You boys coming in here or are you going to make 
out in the hallway?” Steve hollered. “Because I’m going to 
have to veto the last one there.” 


Tim narrowed his eyes and ratcheted up the wicked 
in his smile. “Tonight,” he promised, and Otto thought his 
very bones quivered as the anticipation started to build. By 
tonight, he’d be a puddle of gelatinous goo because he was 
sure to hear Tim’s voice repeating his dirty plans for him, 
oh, only every other minute of the day. 


And damned if Tim didn’t ‘accidentally’ brush his 
hand over Otto’s swollen cock when he turned around. Otto 
bit back a groan. It was going to be a long day. 


Chapter Sixteen 


The scent hit them before they even made it to the 
hotel entrance. Nausea roiled in Tim’s stomach and Otto 
hissed as he stopped, pulling Tim to his side. “Where is 
he?” 


Tim wondered the same thing. He was already 
looking, sniffing even though it made him want to hurl. For 
some reason the smell was getting to him worse than 
before, maybe because now it reminded him of a beaten 
little boy lying in a hospital bed. 


Fury replaced the nausea. He’d had enough of this 
game, the stalking and shitty hints carved into cave floors! 
“Fuck this,” Tim spat. He took off for the hotel. Otto would 
be right on his heels. Tim could trust his mate to have his 
back, even though Otto was going to want to rip him a new 
one for charging in hell-bent on ending this nightmare. 


“Tim, wait,” Otto snarled, his anger evident in his 
rough voice. “Slow down, Goddamnit.” 


“We’re ending this,” Tim said over his shoulder. The 
odour was stronger inside the hotel, fresher. Tim mad a 
beeline to the elevator only to veer to the stairs since that 


was the way his prey had come. Except he wasn’t entirely 
sure who was the prey. This could be a trap. 


“It could be a fucking trap, and we’re running head- 
long into it without thinking first,” Otto pointed out. 


Tim pulled open the door to the stairwell. He sniffed 
first then cautiously peeked inside before looking at Otto. 
Oh yes, his mate was definitely not happy with Tim, as if he 
couldn’t feel Otto’s anger and fear, both directed at him. 
Tim would be lucky if he could sit for a week. Otto had 
plans for his ass, and Tim couldn’t find it in himself to 
object, but thinking about being spanked until his ass was 
cherry red and welted wasn’t going to help him right now. 


“Stop it,” Tim snapped. “I get that you’re pissed and 
worried, but we’ve let this jerk lead us around by our noses 
all this time. It needs to end. Ochir needs to know he is 
safe, and we need to make sure our kind and the snow 
leopards themselves are safe as well. If that makes you 
want to spank my ass,” and just saying made Tim’s butt 
burn all over again, “then fine.” 


“It does, even though you have a point,” Otto said. He 
pushed Tim into the stairwell. “That doesn’t mean I won’t 
bend you over my knees. You enjoyed it too much for it to 
be punishment.” 


Well duh, Tim would have said, but Otto slammed him 
to the wall and kissed the sarcasm right out of him. Otto 
owned him, with teeth tongue and lips, not to mention the 


hard, hot length of cock that threatened to burn a brand 
through their clothes. 


“We’ll go rushing in like fools, but you stay behind 
me.” Otto pressed a finger to his lips when Tim started to 
argue. “You led this far. Now it’s my turn.” 


“Damn it. I can’t even argue.” Tim didn’t have enough 
blood in his brain to form a logical argument. It’d all pooled 
in his dick, probably. 


Otto’s eyes had a lovely twinkle to them for a second 
then he blinked away all amusement, his features setting in 
grim determination. “Come on. Stay behind me.” 


As quickly as it had flared, Tim’s arousal deflated. 
He’d have felt stupid for being so easily distracted had it 
not been for the fact that Otto had been in a similar state. 
The attraction between them was too great to fit into 
normal parameters, at least Tim thought so. 


Otto squeezed his hand then started up the stairs. 
Tim followed, not allowing the beauty of Otto’s ass to 
distract him—much. It was difficult to keep his mind on the 
very serious nature of the hunt when such a perfect display 
was in front of him. 


“Not as perfect as your ass,” Otto murmured, and 
Tim was instantly awash with pleasure from the 
compliment. Otto’s sincerity was unmistakable. He drew in 
a deep breath and his happy bubble burst. 


“Otto, do you—” 


“Yes,” Otto ground out as fear turned the tips of Tim’s 
fingers and toes numb. “Fuck! Move!” 


By move, Otto meant run, and they did, because 
joining the poacher’s scent was that of Dane’s, and the 
acrid tang of blood and fear. 


“Tl fucking kill him,” Tim growled. “I will kill him!” 
He should have talked to Dane, should have warned him, or 
at least confided in him. What if Dane was killed all 
because some sick fuck had it out for shifters? What if Dane 
died believing Tim was keeping something important from 
him, that Tim had never trusted him enough? What if he 
suffered— 


“Enough!” Otto might not have spoken loudly, but he 
roared the word in Tim’s head. “Don’t consign him to death 
already.” 


Tim got himself under control as they reached the 
third floor. Otto paused at the door, holding a hand up to 
Tim’s chest as if keeping him from surging forward 
thoughtlessly. Tim wouldn’t have, he knew they needed 
stealth. Hopefully they’d not caused any suspicion. Even 
running up the stairs, they’d tried to be light on their toes. 


They listened for a solid minute and heard nothing. 
No screams of agony, no whispered pleas. The clank of the 
ice machine startled Tim into flinching, but other than that, 


there was nothing. It was like the hotel, or at least the third 
floor of it, was empty. 


Otto and he locked gazes. Otto nodded and turned to 
the door. He pulled it open so slowly Tim had to grit his 
teeth to bite back the demand for Otto to hurry up. Otto 
moved cautiously, taking the time to ensure it was safe for 
them before leading Tim out of the stairwell. 


The air in the hallway was so heavily saturated in the 
familiar, rotten odour that Tim gagged. He pressed his 
hand to his mouth to keep the sound back. They didn’t 
know what the deal was with the man they were hunting. 
Had he been a shifter and somehow lost his leopard? Was 
that even possible? Or was he blaming the gods for hurting 
someone he’d loved who had been a shifter? Going after 
the gods favoured ones—could that be his perception of 
them? 


They reached the room Tim had shared with Dane 
and Tim began to tremble, fine, constant ripples racking 
him as his nerves took over. 


“Calm, baby. I need you calm. Dane will need you 
calm.” 


Otto’s mental voice soothed Tim somewhat. He closed 
his eyes and willed himself to have some damn control. 
Dane wasn’t the only one who needed him. Otto did, too. 
The shaking stopped and Tim opened his eyes, calmer, his 


anger banked but ready to be unleashed to fuel a fight if 
need be. 


Otto’s approval washed over him like a ray of sunlight 
chasing off a shadow’s chill. He cocked his head then, and 
Tim did as well, concentrating on listening for any hint of 
sound. 


A slight shift, maybe a body against something soft. 
Sheets or clothing? Tim could hear snuffling, he’d call it, as 
if someone was having difficulty breathing around 
something. Dane! 


“Open the fucking door,” he whispered, then he 
realised they didn’t have a key. 


“I don’t know if the—” Otto began. 


Tim tried not to shout. “I don’t give a fuck if the guy 
we’re looking for is in there or not, Dane is in there and he 
needs help!” 


Otto didn’t snark over Tim’s outburst. Instead he 
backed up and kicked, the power behind the move so great 
the door flew inward, a large dent appearing in the metal 
as it was ripped from the hinges. The rending sound hurt 
Tim’s ears, but the sight of Dane inside, bound to the bed, 
his eyes wide with terror then relief, wiped out everything 
else. Tim pushed past Otto, running to Dane’s side. 


“Oh, honey.” The endearment _ slipped out 
unthinkingly as Tim reached for the duct tape covering 


Dane’s mouth. Bruises stained Dane’s cheek, and one eye 
was swelling. Tears began leaking from the corners of 
Dane’s eyes and Tim ached inside like he never had before. 
“I’m so fucking sorry. So sorry, Dane.” Tim caught the edge 
of the tape and waited for Dane to nod. It broke Tim’s heart 
a little, ripping the tape off in one quick move. 


Dane didn’t even shout, instead whimpering 
piteously. More tears gushed out and Tim’s vision blurred 
as he ran his hands down Dane’s body. His wrists were 
bound behind him, which had to be painful as he was on his 
back. Tim wished he could give a reassuring smile, but 
even happy as he was that Dane was alive, the ache at 
seeing him hurt kept the relief at bay. 


“Let me help you,” Otto said, kneeling beside Tim. 
“You’re going to be okay, Dane. And I promise we will find 
the fucker who did this. He’ll never hurt anyone else 
again.” 


The deadly certainty in the way Otto delivered the 
words cemented with Tim’s own conviction to destroy the 
man responsible for Dane and Ochir’s suffering. But right 
now, his friend needed him, needed soothing and comfort, 
not the sharp spikes of fury that kept trying to burst 
through Tim’s skin. 


Tim cupped Dane’s cheek and kissed the reddened 
skin where the tape had been. His poor lips were cracked 
and bleeding. Tim slid his hand under Dane’s neck. “I’m 


going to roll you on your side so Otto can get to your 
hands.” 


Dane’s breath hitched and he worked his mouth, 
swallowing in dry clicks and shaking his head. Tim vowed 
to make sure the man who'd done this experienced the 
same agony as his friend. 


“Please d-don’t move,” Dane scraped out. 


Tim frowned and darted a glance at Otto. “Don’t 
move him or don’t move me?” 


Otto stood and looked down at Dane. “You don’t want 
to lose sight of Tim.” 


The relief in Dane’s eyes was answer enough. Tim 
stayed where he was while Otto walked to the other side of 
the bed. “I’ll roll you so you face Tim, okay? Then I can get 
your hands and feet free.” 


Tim hadn’t got as far as Dane’s legs. He checked now 
and saw the tape binding his ankles together. Normally 
Dane had kept his body smooth and hairless, but since 
waxing wasn’t an option in Dalanzadgad—Dane insisted on 
having it done properly—Dane had stopped having his hair 
removed in preparation of learning to live with his hairy 
self. In other words, removing the tape was going to be 
more painful than it would have been a couple of months 
ago. 


“It’s gonna suck,” Dane huffed as he was put on his 
side. More tears leaked from his eyes. “Everything hurts, 
Tim.” His eyes bored into Tim’s, and whether the 
accusation in them was real or only Tim’s imagination, it 
still ripped into him. He deserved it—Tim wanted Dane’s 
anger and recrimination. He should have trusted his friend. 
Maybe knowing everything would have helped him 
somehow. Why hadn’t he realised Dane was in danger? 
How stupid was he? 


Dane hissed, his body going rigid when Otto pulled 
the tape from his wrists. 


“I’m sorry, buddy.” Otto sounded it, in fact he 
sounded as if he weren’t too far from sobbing himself. Tim 
shut his eyes against a burn. Something tickled Tim’s cheek 
and he swiped at it. Moisture smeared onto his palm. He 
hadn’t even known he was crying. 


“It’s okay, I still love you,” Dane croaked, and Tim 
jerked his eyes open. Even bloodied and swollen, Dane’s 
smile was still something special to see. That he could joke, 
even if there was a serious note to the words, dragged a 
jagged laugh from Tim. 


“I love you too, Dane,” Tim said once he could speak 
around the lump in his throat. “You’re the best friend I’ve 
ever had, and I should have trusted you. I just hope you still 
love me when I tell you...” But was now the time, when Otto 
was trying to get Dane freed of his bindings? 


Otto counted down a warning then peeled the tape 
from around Dane’s ankles. Dane’s eyes reflected the pain 
of it, but he didn’t so much as curse, still staring at Tim. 
Then he reached out with one shaking hand and smacked 
Tim on the arm. 


Tim yelped, not from pain, it wasn’t that hard a hit, 
but from sheer surprise. 


“You should have trusted me,” Dane told him, and it 
dawned on Tim that Dane’s hand wasn’t shaking, but the 
finger he had aimed at Tim was. “I had to hear it from some 
psychotic freak that my best friend is a supernatural 
being!” 


“Fuck!” Otto stood and strode to Tim’s side. 


Dane glared at him and pointed his finger in Otto’s 
direction. “Yeah, that’s what I said. I thought he was just 
crazy, but...” Dane’s gaze darted between them. He rolled 
onto his back. “Was he? Right, I mean. For sure he’s a crazy 
fucker. But are you really some kind of leopard shifter?” 


“Yeah.” There was no point in denying or delaying his 
answer. Tim began checking the bruised parts of Dane’s 
torso. Otto sat on the bed and helped, prodding and poking, 
drawing hisses and curses from Dane. “We should take you 
to the hospital to get checked over.” 


“Fuck that,” Dane groused. “Nothing’s broken. I’ve 
been beat up before worse than this.” He sat up with help 
from Tim. “TIl tell you about the guy who did this, then I 


want to know about you. I won’t ask why you didn’t trust 
me, because surprisingly, I kind of understand thanks to the 
fucker who did this to me. There are dangerous people in 
this world, and if they knew there were people like you and 
Otto—and Steve?” Dane snorted when Otto shook his head. 
“Well, Lona, for sure. Now that I know, I can tell it was a 
sort of power I felt coming from her, like I did around Tim 
at first, until I got used to him, and like I do around you. 
Ass.” 


“I’m an ass?” Otto asked, clearly befuddled. 


Dane rolled his eyes then groaned and covered them 
with his hands. “Fuck, that hurt. And yes, you’re an ass, 
Tim’s an ass. It’s like you both pulled a big joke on me, 
even though I know neither of you meant it that way.” 


“Tm sorry, Dane.” Tim gently pulled Dane onto his lap 
in an awkward hug. “TIl keep saying it until you believe me, 
and somehow I’ll make it up to you. It’s just, my family’s 
always kept it secret unless one of us marries or finds our 
mate.” 


Dane peeked out at him from between his fingers. “Is 
Otto your mate, or destined mate, whatever?” 


“Yes,” Tim answered, his heart fluttering. “He and I 
were made for each other. Destined mates, fated mates, 
whatever you want to call it.” 


Dane dropped his hands to his lap. “I thought so. I 
wish regular people had destined mates. It would make 


things so much easier.” 


“Not necessarily,” Otto said. “Not everyone has a 
mate. Are you sure you don’t need to go to the hospital? 
Your eye is swelling shut.” 


“Won't be the first time, right Tim?” Dane elbowed 
him hard enough to make him grunt. “Remember that time 
I hit on the football player and he hit back—after he got a 
blow job? Fucker.” 


“I remember.” It still pissed Tim off. “But he looked a 
hell of a lot worse than you did at the end of it all.” That 
was the only reason Tim hadn’t beaten the hell out of the 
guy. Dane had taken one punch then unleashed a true ass- 
whooping on the dumb jock. 


“Yeah well, I’d have taken this asshole out too if he 
hadn’t been waiting for me in the stairwell.” 


Tim dipped his head down to look in Dane’s eyes. 
“Why were you taking the stairs anyways?” 


Dane might have smirked, it was hard to tell at this 
point. “Because Gansukh had just dropped me off and I 
reeked of sex, and I looked like I’d been thoroughly fucked. 
A few times. There were people at the elevator.” Dane 
shrugged and grimaced. “Shit. Remind me not to do that. 
Anyway, I take the stairs sometimes just because I like the 
exercise. When I’ve been fucked and am pleasantly sore, 
each step’s a reminder, you know?” 


Tim did indeed know. 


Dane patted his chest. “Yeah, you know. I’m glad Otto 
can give you that. I’m just not wired to top. So I got to the 
second flight of stairs, and this guy not much taller than 
me, kinda dumpy, like he had just hit middle age and was 
going soft, you know?” 


Dane waited for a nod then continued. “He was 
dressed in faded jeans, cheap ones, and a denim shirt. I 
stopped short of asking him if he needed help since he was 
just standing there, when I saw he was wearing a black ski 
mask. The kind with just the eye openings, the really 
fucking creepy kind. Before I could even back away, the guy 
was on me. He hit me with a Taser, pretty much did me in 
for fighting. The next thing I knew I’m taped up and getting 
the shit beat out of me. Every time he hit me, the asshole 
would mutter something about hating shifters, losing his 
soul, wanting to destroy all of you. He’s certifiably insane. 
Or maybe not, since there really are shifters.” 


Tim kept rubbing Dane’s back and shoulders while he 
talked and answered Otto’s questions. 


“He sounded like he might be a native of this area, or 
else he’s a very talented linguist. It’s possible.” Dane 
frowned and his expression took on a faraway look before 
brightening. “But I saw his hair! It was longer, about to his 
shoulders, and kind of thin. He had light hair, a blond-ish 
white, so maybe he was a blond when he was younger but 
his hair is turning with age?” 


Otto stood up and patted his pocket, pulling out his 
phone once he felt it. “Well, I doubt he’s from Dalanzadgad 
then, but I could be wrong. There aren’t a lot of blonds 
here, besides Tim. Gansukh and his family have lived here 
for I don’t even know how many generations. They’d know 
if there had been someone like this fucker living here at 
any point.” Otto pointed the phone at Dane. “Plus, Gansukh 
might want to know you’ve been hurt.” 


Tim couldn’t tell if Dane was blushing again or not, 
but his skin sure did seem to warm up where it touched 
Tim’s. “I doubt I’m more than a fuck for him. He’d probably 
only be worried he’d lose his piece of ass.” 


The sound Otto made was no less than a growl as he 
cupped Dane’s chin. “Don’t underestimate my friend or 
yourself in such a way again. You and Gansukh are both 
better, both deserve better than to be categorised as you 
just did.” 


The assertiveness sent heated arousal straight to 
Tim’s balls, and even Dane squirmed, although he might 
have been feeling guilty. 


“Gansukh is very pissed, and he’s on his way,” Otto 
told them a few minutes later. Or told Dane, Tim corrected, 
because it had been Dane whom Otto glared at. “And I 
suppose he’s mad at me, too, for not calling him as soon as 
we found you. And for not forcing you to the hospital.” 
Strangely enough, Otto chuckled. “Love can make us 
fucking stupid, can’t it?” 


Tim looked up from watching Dane to find Otto 
watching him, his dark brown eyes full of so much emotion, 
so much—dare he believe?—love, it stole Tim’s breath and 
damn near made his heart stop beating. Yes, love did 
indeed make him stupid, but it had been fear of being hurt 
that had made him blind to the emotion he now had to 
acknowledge, if only to himself. 


Then Otto smiled, and if he’d thought the love in his 
eyes had been something, it paled in comparison to the 
entire look Otto gave him. Tim dropped the walls around 
his heart, around his mind, walls he hadn’t even been 
aware of erecting to try to protect himself and his 
vulnerable emotions. He opened himself fully, letting Otto 
feel the entirety and depth of his affection, and found 
himself ensconced in a sensation of comfort and warmth, 
love and safety, he’d never known he could experience, as 
Otto’s love flowed into him. 


Chapter Seventeen 


To say Gansukh had been pissed had been an 
understatement. Otto was damned lucky he hadn’t ended 
up fighting the man. After the anger was handled, it’d been 
time for the conversation. Otto suspected Gansukh was, if 
not in love with Dane, certainly on the brink of it, and such 
being the case, he would never ask Dane to keep the secret 
of shifters from Gansukh. 


Otto had very nearly ended up in a fight again. 
Gansukh, for all his brute strength and size, was a sensitive 
man whose feelings were deeply hurt by Otto not confiding 
in him sooner. There would be friendships to repair and 
make stronger, but Otto believed it could and would be 
done. None of the four of them—Tim, Otto, Dane or 
Gansukh—were shallow people. They’d work at their 
relationships. 


“Your mother and sister are insisting on meeting us 
tonight,” Tim said when Otto came into their suite. He’d 
been helping Gansukh get Dane into his vehicle. Otto was 
pretty sure no one was going to get through Gansukh to 
hurt Dane again. Now he had another concern on his 
hands. 


“You told them what we were doing?” He tried to 
keep the accusation from his voice but wasn’t entirely 
successful. 


Tim harrumphed and threw a pillow at him. “ You try 
lying to your mother. I sure as shit couldn’t do it, not even 
over the phone. I just know she’d know and then all hell 
would break loose.” 


Otto clutched the pillow to his chest and his irritation 
fled. “Yes, she probably would have known. She’s uncanny 
about being able to detect untruths. It really sucked when I 
was home for the summers and trying to sneak out. Talk 
about impossible.” 


“Rebellion is futile,” Tim snickered. He became 
serious again shortly. “I imagine your dad will be there, too. 
I can’t picture him sitting at home, waiting for the missus 
and daughter to return. Although he’d be able to pull off 
wearing pearls and heels.” 


“That’s just wrong,” Otto got out after the image of it 
stunned him stupid. “But no, he won’t wait around the 
house. If nothing else, he’ll stay in the truck with a gun big 
enough to kill a bear. It’s illegal as hell, but no one’s ever 
caught him with it yet.” 


Tim goggled at him but his eyes were unfocused. Otto 
had no doubt he was trying to picture Steve waving a 
shotgun around. “He really has a gun?” 


“Several, actually,” Otto informed him. “He could 
probably be on one of those end of the world specials on TV, 
you know the ones. Where people stock up with guns and 
ammo and years’ worth of food and supplies, bragging how 
they’re going to be the only survivors when the apocalypse 
hits.” 


“Yeah,” Tim said, a hint of derision in his tone. 
“Showing it all off on TV, and not realising they’re making 
themselves target number one should the apocalypse ever 
really happen.” 


Otto pulled out a different set of clothes. “I agree. 
Everyone in their neighborhoods at least will know who has 
the food and medicine, gasoline and such. So.” Otto set the 
clothes on the bed. “I was thinking it’d be a good idea to 
leave in an hour or so and head around the other direction, 
come to the foothills from the west. It might not throw this 
guy off, but then again, it might. We probably should also 
take Gansukh up on the offer to use his father’s old beater 
truck. Chances are, our vehicles are known.” 


“I’m sure you're right, and okay, sounds like a good 
plan to me.” Tim stood and strolled over to him. His blue 
eyes darkened and he stared at Otto’s lips. “There’s a lot 
we can do in an hour.” 


Otto’s cock twitched and his hole clenched as he 
flexed his ass. He tried to keep every hint of excitement out 
of his voice and expression, but he figured Tim could feel it 


regardless. Still, it was fun to play. “What did you have in 
mind?” 


Tim popped the button on his khakis and slid his hand 
down past the material to fondle his cock. “My dick, your 
ass, lots of screaming, panting and coming.” Tim flicked a 
glance at Otto’s neck. “Biting.” 


Someone was feeling dominant, and damned if it 
didn’t flip Otto’s switches. Tim’s little victorious-looking 
grin also caused a quivery sensation in Otto’s belly. “That 
sounds absolutely—” His phone rang, the shrill sound in no 
way melodic despite it being part of a song. Anything that 
interrupted the fucking Tim just promised him was an 
annoyance. 


“Answer it.” Tim pulled his hand from his pants. 
“Otto, answer your phone. It might be important.” 


Otto shook off his lust-daze and checked his phone. 
He groaned and turned his eyes to the ceiling. “It’s my 
mother.” And he just had to see Tim’s reaction. 


Which was a loud groan. Tim refastened his pants. 
“Total mood-killer.” 


“No shit.” Otto answered the phone. “Hello, Mother.” 


A second of silence. “Mother, is it? I must have 
interrupted something good.” 


Otto wished she were here so he could glare at her in 
person. No, wait, he didn’t. “We didn’t even get to the good 


part. Just the talking about the good part.” 


“Well, at least we won’t be intruding nearly so much 
when we knock on the door in about two minutes.” His 
mom’s laughter reminded him of the tinkling glass pieces 
on her wind chimes. “It’s a good thing I called first, isn’t 
Ite” 


It'd have been even better if she’d just left this visit 
for a later time. 


“Be nice,” Tim scolded. He began picking up the 
suite, clearing away dirty glasses and scattered clothing. 


Otto concluded the conversation—no point in chatting 
via the phone when Lona and Steve were at the door. 
Vendelia, too. ‘Any chance you and I had of being alone 
before we go after the poacher is now completely gone.” As 
if Tim wouldn’t have figured it out himself, but Otto wanted 
to bitch, and he doubted doing it out loud to his family was 
the way to go. They’d just tease the shit out of him. 


“Well, we could lock ourselves in the bedroom and 
fuck regardless of them being here. I’m not sure who’d be 
more mortified, us or them.” 


Since Otto could feel the tingling excitement Tim was 
trying desperately to hide, he figured he knew the answer. 
Someone with a sexy, long pony tail and soft, silky hair 
liked the idea of putting on a show, even if it was all just 
audible and not visual. 


“But not for your family. Ick. Although I do think it’d 
teach them not to just show up like this.” Timothy’s mental 
sigh was loud enough to make Otto wince. “My family will 
be even worse, though, trust me. There’s a lot more of us, 
and the words boundaries and personal space are not in 
their vocabulary.” 


“I can’t wait,” Otto returned. He thought he’d 
probably have a lot of fun with Tim’s family. Tim brought 
out a playfulness in him Otto couldn’t remember feeling 
since he was a child. The idea of a whole herd of cousins to 
tease and joke with was a balm to the soul of the lonely boy 
he’d been years ago. 


“We wanted to go over the plan for this evening,” 
Lona began, obviously unwilling to wait until Otto and Tim 
were ready for whatever she had in mind. “Your father will 
be standing watch with his lovely rifle—” 


Tim snorted out a laugh and Lona seared him with a 
look. Tim shut his mouth only to open it again. “Sorry, it’s 
just your choice of wording.” 


“Tt really is a lovely gun, though.” Vendelia sat on the 
coffee table rather than the floor, since her parents were on 
the couch. Otto had taken the only other chair and Tim was 
sitting on the arm of it beside him. Vendelia waxed on 
about the gun’s beauty for a few moments—the dark blond 
stock, the perfectly sighted scope, the firm trigger and the 
good solid kick the gun gave. 


Otto was beginning to believe his sister had some 
sort of penis-firearm envy going on. Tim pinched his arm 
hard. Otto got the message to derail that particular train of 
thought. 


Lona waved Vendelia off. “Enough about the rifle, 
sweetie. It’ll be yours in a few years, once your dad finds a 
gun he likes better.” Vendelia didn’t quite squeal, but it was 
a close thing. “Now, as I was saying before, Steve will wait 
at the vehicle, either inside or outside of it, wherever he 
feels most comfortable. Have you mapped out a search 
pattern?” 


Otto and Tim looked at each other. “No. We haven’t 
had time.” 


“We'd have had an hour,” Tim pointed out. 


“Like you’d have been playing with maps,” Vendelia 
scoffed. 


“Leave your brother and his mate alone,” Steve 
intervened before Otto could leap to Tim’s defence. “Lona 
and I can plot out a course for the search, unless Tim or 
Otto would rather do it.” 


Tim shrugged. “Actually, Otto was going to shower. So 
was I, but we sure aren’t doing it together with an audience 
here. I don’t have a problem with you figuring out the best 
way to hunt. I’m not familiar with this place so it’d be 
stupid of me to pretend I knew best.” 


Otto stood. “I know the area, but I do want to 
shower.” He took Tim’s hand. “And you can wash my back, 
no fooling around. I would like your company.” 


Tim only hesitated a few seconds before rising from 
where he sat. “Okay. We’re going to be pushing our planned 
departure time anyway as it is. Best get this done quickly.” 


Otto ignored his sister’s titters and strode to the bath 
room. Tim tugged his hand free and got their clothes. 


“T just needed a few minutes alone with you before 
we leave,” Otto confessed once they were naked and 
standing under the hot water. “I just need to touch you.” He 
slanted his mouth over Tim’s. 


Tim opened for him beautifully, eagerly. He moaned 
almost soundlessly and took Otto’s hardening cock in hand. 
With his other hand, he palmed Otto’s balls. There was no 
build-up, just Tim jerking him, hard, fast strokes that 
weren't exactly pleasurable due to the roughness of the 
movements, yet they caused Otto’s climax to explode up 
from his balls, shocking him with his lack of restraint. Tim 
had hardly even masturbated him, surely not even a dozen 
jerks, and here Otto was panting into Tim’s mouth, cum 
spitting from his slit. 


But Tim owned him, so Otto shouldn’t have been 
surprised. He just hoped he’d been quiet during the 
jacking, because he honestly couldn’t have said if he 
shouted or whimpered or what. 


“You barely even breathed,” Tim said. He pushed 
Otto back against the slick tiles. Tim’s hand smacked 
against Otto’s stomach repeatedly as he beat himself off. 
“You were so good, so quiet and fucking hot, slick and hard 
under my hand.” Tim’s eyes narrowed to minute slits and 
he tipped his head back. His hand was a blur when Otto 
looked down. Thinking to help, he slicked his hands up 
Tim’s back, then around to his chest. Otto found hit tight 
little nipples and pinched them. 


Tim’s eyes shot wide open and he bit his bottom lip 
on an indrawn breath. He fell against Otto and the scent of 
Tim’s spunk rose up between them. 


“Oh, fuck yes,” Otto muttered against Tim’s wet hair. 
His man was so handsome when he came, more so than 
usual. 


“Ah, damn it. I can hardly stand now.” Tim slumped 
heavily on him, almost dragging Otto down. “Guh, what you 
do to me, you sexy beast.” 


For some reason, the description made Otto giggle, 
which surprised the hell out of him. He knew his eyes had 
to be the size of saucers and all that shit when Tim snapped 
his head up to stare at him. Well, Tim looked pretty 
surprised himself. 


“You giggled,” Tim either accused or marvelled, Otto 
wasn’t sure which. Either way, his fucking face was hot 
with embarrassment. “I think it’s very sexy,” Tim purred. 


“Well, as long as it makes you happy, I suppose I can 
let one slip out on occasion,” Otto offered, because making 
Tim happy was worth being embarrassed. 


“You do love me, don’t you?” 


Otto lost himself for a minute in Tim’s eyes, the 
soothing blue and the pitch black pupils, the kindness and 
hopes and dreams he saw there. “I really do.” 


Tim’s smile could have lit up a small nation—at least. 
“That’s very good, since I love you too.” 


Otto slanted his mouth over Tim’s for a messy kiss. 
He raised his head once he absolutely had to get some air 
into his lungs. “Good. Now let’s take care of this asshole 
tonight so we can get one with exploring all the ways we 
can express our love.” 


Tim grinned. “Sounds like a damn great plan to me.” 


Chapter Eighteen 


It was anticipation that made the air snap and crackle 
with an almost electric current between him and Otto on 
the drive to meet up with Otto’s family. They talked a little, 
idle conversation, and Tim sharing how he was coming to 
understand he shouldn’t measure himself against others in 
his family, and certainly not by appearance. Goals and 
assertiveness, a little competition, those were good things, 
but trampling his own confidence was not. 


If it hadn’t been for Otto simply being himself, Tim 
might not have put the thought into figuring out his own 
issues. He still had several of them, but at least he was 
becoming aware of them, he hoped. 


The reached a spot Otto proclaimed perfect for 
parking. “It looks like every other piece of dirt and rock I 
can see,” Tim couldn’t help but point out. 


Otto shut off the truck. “Well, sure, but it’s not like 
there’s designated parking spots here.” 


“Smart ass.” Tim got out and watched with Otto as 
his parents and sister pulled up beside them. A check of the 
sun’s position assured him they had a little time before it 


set. The temperature was already dropping and the night 
ahead promised to be a cold one. 


“At least we’ll be running around in fur coats,” Otto 
said. Tim laughed despite his attempt not to. He didn’t 
want to encourage silly jokes. Well, yes he did, but now 
wasn’t the time. 


Lona and Steve walked over, Vendelia behind them 
holding what was indeed a pretty gun, if one could call a 
gun by such terms. Vendelia hefted the weapon up, placing 
the butt against her shoulder. “What if he isn’t out here?” 


“Then we hunt for him wherever we have to. 
Dalanzadgad, Nepal, I don’t care, we are going to find 
him.” Otto unbuttoned his shirt. Tim began removing his 
clothes as well in preparation for shifting. 


“T still think it’s amazing to be able to shift without it 
hurting like hell,” Tim said as he ardently ignored Lona and 
Vendelia. Stripping down to shift around family was nothing 
new, but he still didn’t want to inadvertently see any female 
bits. Or purposely, for that matter. 


“Shifting is painful?” Lona asked. 


“Yes.” Tim had his shoes and shirt off. All he needed 
to remove was his pants and boxers. It was fucking cold, 
though. He’d wait until this conversation was done. “It’s 
always been painful for me and my family members who 
are shifters to, well, to shift. It cuts back on how often we 
do it, for sure. Oscar and Levi—they both have mates of 


other shifter species—they said it’s got easier for them to 
do it since they’ve been shifting more often. Their mates, a 
wolf and a cougar respectively, don’t have the same 
problems we do.” 


Lona had kept her shirt on, and it was long enough to 
come to mid-thigh, thank the gods. She rubbed her chin 
thoughtfully. “Well, perhaps it has something to do with the 
cougar and wolf being native to the area they are in? I’ve 
never heard of there being a problem before.” 


“It was very uncomfortable for me to shift when I 
lived with Uncle James,” Otto told her. “But I thought it was 
because I couldn’t do it often at all. I don’t think so now.” 


“It’s certainly something we need to investigate.” 
Steve took the gun from Vendelia and tousled her hair until 
she snarled before giving Tim a thoughtful look. “Maybe 
when you go back, you should take some soil or something, 
I don’t know. A rock.” 


“A Genghis Khan statue,” Vendelia suggested. 
Lona swatted her arm. “Don’t be cheeky.” 


“We'll figure it out, son.” Steve brought the gun up 
and peered through the scope. “Go ahead and get shifted. 
I’ll see what I can see.” 


Tim and Otto undressed and the ease of the shift was 
still a surprise, even though Tim was expecting it. Spending 
half the year, or even most of it, here wouldn’t be so bad if 


he could shift and just enjoy being his cat. Plus he would 
have Otto and his family here, so he wouldn’t be lonely. 
Homesick at times, but this would be his home, too. 


“Our homes, both countries.” 


The warm thought from Otto pleased Tim to the tip of 
his tail. He purred and rubbed against his mate, enjoying 
the play of muscle and fur. 


Until something bit his tail. Tim yowled, barley 
managing to keep it quiet-ish as he spun around and came 
nose to nose with a smirking—had he known snow leopards 
could smirk?—Vendelia. She licked her lips and rumbled at 
him. Tim turned and flicked her with the end of his tail. It 
wasn’t too sore for that. 


“Enough, kids,” Steve said when Vendelia’s rumble 
became a snarl. “Vendelia, you started it. Act your age not 
your paw size.” 


Vendelia chuffled and sat on her haunches. Steve 
returned to examining the landscape through the scope, 
but the sun was setting and Tim wondered how well Steve 
could see. Finally he lowered the gun and pulled out the 
map he’d folded and put in his pocket. 


“The night vision scope I have will work just fine,” 
Steve muttered, more to himself Tim thought. Steve 
squatted and spread the map on the uneven ground. He 
tapped the spot they’d all agreed upon. “Okay, start here. 
Lona and Vendelia will take the easterly path and you and 


Tim head west. I’ll keep a watch on each pair and 
everything in between as best I can. Anyone see or hear 
anything possibly having to do with the man we’re after, no 
heroics. Head back here and listen for the whistle.” 


Human ears wouldn’t pick it up, but a snow leopard’s 
would. Tim wished Lona and Vendelia had agreed to each 
pair with one of them, but when he’d suggested it all hell 
had broken loose and he’d been informed in no uncertain 
terms was he to ever imply the women needed a man to 
protect them. Tim had shut the fuck up. He couldn’t help 
wanting to be chivalrous, but he could help being stupid. 


“Ready?” 


Tim nudged Otto in answer. They took off, loping, 
stretching their legs and letting the cool wind ruffle their 
fur. There was nothing quite like running in tandem with 
his mate, Tim decided. It felt so right, so perfect. If only 
they were out for a night time run simply to enjoy it. 


Soon, Tim told himself. They’d put an end to this 
crazy shit and have the rest of their lives to spend enjoying 
one another. 


Otto edged ahead, and Tim tried not to get pissy 
about it. He’d wanted to protect the women, and Otto 
wanted to protect him. Now he knew why Lona and 
Vendelia had shit bricks over it. Tim nipped Otto’s hip. The 
warning worked and Otto slowed enough to let Tim reach 
his side. 


They veered west of the pass, taking on steeper 
ground. The rocks and boulders were a challenge to 
navigate, and Tim’s soul was soaring with the thrill of it. 
Grandma Marybeth’s family may have died closer to Nepal 
but Tim felt in his bones that they must have originated 
from this area. 


The moon rose and its silver light caressed him and 
Otto. It cast the land in pale beauty, and Tim could have 
lost himself in it any other time. He definitely wanted to do 
this again, and often. Imagining his family visiting, running 
with them—he’d never even dreamed so big before. 


Tim was parsing scents and trying to keep his 
imagination in check when it hit him. That rank, rotted 
scent slapped him in the nose just as it did Otto. They 
skidded to a stop well past the Vengi and on the edge of a 
steep slope on the mountain. Tim tipped his nose up and 
wanted to sneeze. He hated the odour. 


“It’s not very old, as strong as it is.” 
Otto agreed. “We should turn back.” 


“We should, but I feel your reluctance as surely as 
you feel mine.” Tim was afraid if they left now the fucker 
would get away somehow. And he really wanted to confront 
the man. But—” Bad shit always happens to people in 
movies and books when they go against the plans. Unless, 
you know, they’re big action stars and have already been 
trounced by the bad guy a time or two.” 


Otto cocked his head and regarded him like he was 
nuts. “You do realise this isn’t fantasy or fiction? Otherwise 
I’d have you naked or just take you in our leopard forms, 
that would work, and some abominable something would 
come and eat the bad guy.” 


Tim’s mind was stuck on the idea of them fucking as 
leopards until one single rock bounced down beside his 
foot. It went over the edge and kept on going. Tim looked 
at Otto. Their prey was up there somewhere. Far enough to 
be away from many of the loose rocks, or else he could be 
deliberately taunting them. 


“We should go for help.” 


The second Tim thought it, an explosion of sound tore 
through the night. Rubble rained down on them, rocks and 
pebbles and dirt. Gun powder—the smell of it burned a 
pathway through Tim’s sinuses. 


The shot had come from above them. 
“Fuck!” 


Otto’s panic and rage was every bit as explosive as 
the first shot, and fuelled to greater heights by the second 
one. Tim scrambled to keep close behind him. Had Steve 
been shot? Or Lona and Vendelia? Two of the three? Or just 
one? How far away and how good a shot was the man? 


What the fuck was going on? Nothing could happen 
to Otto’s family, it would hurt him too badly. Tim couldn’t 


bear to see his mate in pain. Those shots had to have 
missed or been warnings or something. Please, Tim 
thought, please let everyone be safe. 


A yowl sounded in the distance. Otto stumbled but 
didn’t slow down for longer than it took to get his feet 
under him. Tim tried to figure out what the yowl meant. It 
had sounded like Vendelia, but had there been panic to it? 
Anger, yes, but pain? He didn’t know! 


Otto leapt a good fifteen feet, his powerful hind legs 
propelling him over a gap that made Tim’s stomach drop. 
He didn’t hesitate to follow. He just closed his eyes and 
surged through the air. It was incredible, amazing, but he 
didn’t have time to dwell on the beautiful things his body 
could do. He kept behind Otto, sometimes even smacking 
his back paws by accident. 


Until they cleared a series of boulders and Otto 
stopped suddenly. Tim slammed into his haunches, 
knocking them both on their asses. He shook his head 
because the collision had made his ears ring. Fear 
coalesced into a ball in his chest when he saw the man 
leaning against a boulder, rifle pointed at Otto. 


Otto growled, his ears laid flat and he lowered his 
head. The threat was unmistakable. 


“Otto, no!” Tim’s panic was almost suffocating him. 


The man raised the rifle and aimed it at Tim. “Shift, 
or I will put a bullet in his skull.” 


Otto shifted. “Pll fucking kill you, you know.” He said 
it calmly, with enough promise in his voice Tim halfway 
expected the man to drop dead. 


“Fuck you.” He stood straighter and came a few steps 
closer. He had a definite limp, Tim noted. “Do you know 
who I am? Did you figure it out?” 


“I know you’re a piece of shit who’s going to die 
shortly.” 


Tim shivered. He’d never seen this side of Otto. It 
didn’t scare him, but he wasn’t thrilled about anyone dying, 
even the fucker who’d beaten Ochir. 


“I shot your father.” He cocked the rifle and held it 
steady on Tim. “Hard to tell if I killed him at this distance. 
He should never have started this fucking programme.” 


No accent, Tim realised. How odd. A talented linguist, 
then. 


“He wasn’t the only one to start it,” Otto pointed out. 
“Shift.” 


Tim did. That barrel seemed to be getting bigger the 
longer it was aimed at him. As soon as he was human he 
started shivering. It was dangerously cold, but the man in 
front of him seemed unaffected. 


“I was like you once,” he said calmly as he looked at 
Tim. “I had a mate, a beautiful woman. She died, you know. 


Out here, when we were running. Some well-meaning soul 
from the Snow Leopard Conservation Programme tranqg’d 
us both. She never woke up.” 


“I’m sorry,” Tim whispered, because he was. He 
couldn’t imagine losing Otto. He’d go insane, but not like 
this, not where he hurt other people, he hoped. 


“Sorry doesn’t make it better.” The sickly grin made 
Tim’s stomach twist. “And as for the rest of my story, well, 
you'll die not knowing how I ended up without my spirit, 
won't you?” 


It was all the warning Tim got, and even then it 
wasn’t enough. He leapt forward, and so did Otto, both of 
them shifting as they moved. The shot caught Tim high on 
the shoulder and agony combusted and spread through his 
body. Otto’s yowl was joined by another. Tim couldn’t sort it 
out. He was wavering between blackness and 
consciousness, and focusing on anything other than the 
pain was nearly impossible. 


Then Otto was there, ordering Tim to shift. He tried 
to make sense of it, because Otto was right there, but 
another snow leopard was there too, and the man who’d 
shot him was screaming then laughing then gurgling. 


“Stay awake,” Otto demanded. “Tim, we have to get 
down from here. I can’t carry you, and since we’ll be going 
down as humans—we’re going to have to go a different way. 
You can’t make that jump and...” 


“Apply pressure.” 


Tim blinked and tried to focus. There was a naked 
woman, a very beautiful, darkly tanned naked woman with 
luscious thick black hair behind Otto. He didn’t want to 
consider what was on her face, her neck, why the copper 
scent of blood was so strong. Oh right, he’d been shot. That 
still didn’t explain the woman’s messy appearance, or her 
appearance at all, did it? 


“Here.” She knelt beside Otto and pressed and Tim 
tried to scream but he was still in snow leopard form and 
all he managed was a rather pathetic whine. “It’s not too 
bad. There’s some muscle damage, I think, but the bullet 
didn’t actually lodge in him. He’s just going to hurt like 
hell.” 


“Who are you?” Otto snapped, shoving her hands 
away. He pressed down and Tim thought his eyes were 
going to pop right out, it hurt so much. “I’m sorry, 
sweetheart. I have to staunch this.” 


“He,” the woman gestured over her shoulder, “was 
Benjamin Klein. Once he was my sister’s mate. What he 
told you was true, she did die after being tranquillized, but 
not here. It was in Nepal. His mind splintered.” She 
stopped and looked off into the distance. “He said he shot 
your father.” 


“Yes,” Otto said in a voice so raw he was almost 
unrecognisable. “I need to take care of Tim first. My 


mother and sister are out there, too. I am hoping they are 
with my dad.” 


“I’m Shonti, by the way.” Shonti petted Tim’s head 
then stood. He heard rustling then tried not to think about 
why Benjamin Klein wasn’t screaming and being a crazy 
man. 


“He had a night scope.” 
Had. Oh my gods. 


Shonti came back over. “It looks to me as if your 
mother and sister are with your dad. He isn’t dead, so 
that’s good.” 


No fricking shit! Tim wished he could at least share 
his thoughts with Otto, could know what he was thinking. 
He couldn’t when only one of them was shifted. 


“Was he up and moving?” Otto asked. 


Shonti raised the gun again. “I think so. He’s not on 
the ground, there’s not weeping or anything. I’m not even 
sure Benjamin hit him. Benjamin wasn’t ever a good shot, 
and the years of drugs and alcohol couldn’t have helped. It 
caused his snow leopard spirit to abandon him.” 


Tim shifted because he had to. Otto started to snap at 
him but Tim ignored his glare, trying to look at Shonti 
instead. “Your snow leopard spirit can leave you? I 
thought...only if you died.” 


Shonti knelt and he could see the blood then, in her 
dark hair clumping it, on her face and neck. He fought not 
to puke, and only the knowledge of how bad it’d hurt if he 
did kept his stomach from rejecting its contents. 


“I’m a shaman with my clan. I would know these 
things. I knew when Benjamin let hatred drive his cat away, 
he would have to die. There is too much danger in such 
madness. As for his cat spirit, yes. Snow leopards are noble 
creatures, they are not filled with hatred and certainly 
would never tolerate such great amounts of toxins being 
put into their bodies. The spirit can leave, although it won’t 
unless it’s truly driven out. We are meant to share bodies 
and spirits, human and leopard. To deliberately cause harm 
to oneself is a rejection of the gift. The spirit will find 
another body, which is how we continue. Reincarnation, if 
you will.” 


Tim didn’t know what to say. There was so much he 
didn’t know about his heritage, and even Otto hadn’t know 
about the spirits being able to leave their human hosts. Not 
like that, anyways. 


“There’s a reason I’m the shaman,” Shonti said. “I 
will trust you two not to tell anyone else. As far as they 
need to know, Benjamin went crazy after losing his mate. 
He couldn’t shift due to the damage from drugs. He sought 
revenge. I killed him. He’d been stalking not only you, but a 
mother and her cubs. I shudder to think what he had 
planned for them.” 


Tim shuddered too. He’d have nightmares about the 
possibilities if he wasn’t careful. 


“As for you,” Shonti slapped at Otto’s arm. “Let go of 
him and let me do my job.” 


Hope lit Otto’s eyes. “Can you—” 


Shonti cut him off with the wave of her hand. “I can’t 
magically make him better, not a hundred per cent, but I 
can give him a little help at least. There’s a path up there,” 
Shonti pointed behind her to her left. “It’s not too bad. 
You'll find another path down, almost like steps. We shifters 
have kept them a secret for a long time. You get him down 
them and I will have your family meet you at the bottom, or 
else I will drive there myself.” 


An uncomfortably warm tingling began in Tim’s 
shoulder and quickly spread over his chest and back and 
down his arm. It went from uncomfortable to burning, and 
he yelped as he tried to pull away. 


“You fair skinned ones are so sensitive, I 
forgot,”Shonti said by way of apology. She leapt up and 
shifted, and was gone before Tim could think of a 
comeback. 


“She lied.” Otto slid his arm under Tim and lifted him 
up. “She lied! Look, Tim!” 


Tim’s entire body still felt too hot, unnaturally hot. 
Not like a fever, but like he’d been covered in some weird 


solar flare or come too close to a lava, he didn’t know. But 
he looked. He touched. He gasped. “What the fuck? How is 
that even possible?” 


Otto sat back and held Tim. His rich laughter washed 
over Tim and chased away the lingering odd sensations. 
“Fuck if I know, Tim. I thought there was nothing I didn’t 
know about our people, but it just goes to show you how 
much I have to learn.” 


“You and me both.” Tim’s head spun but this time it 
was with a pure joy as he shifted. He was healthy, whole, 
and in love with the most wonderful man in the world, and 
Otto loved him right back. Even the horrible events from 
earlier tonight couldn’t negate those facts. 


Epilogue 


They did as Shonti had asked and kept the knowledge 
of the departing snow leopard spirit to themselves, but the 
rest of the story they told their eager audience. Steven 
hadn’t been shot. Benjamin had been as shitty a shooter as 
Shonti proclaimed him to be. The sounds of those first two 
bullets being fired had sent Lona and Vendelia running 
back to Steve, then the three of them had been terrified 
when Benjamin had fired his gun again. 


In the end, they were all just happy to be alive and 
uninjured, especially Tim, who thought getting shot had to 
be the worst thing ever. 


“What about the body?” Steve asked. Then he gasped 
and slapped a hand over his mouth. “Oh shit, Benjamin 
Klein!” was his muffled explanation. 


“Care to explain to the others, dear?” Lona arched 
one eyebrow in a perfectly intimidating manner. 


Steve unclamped his hand. “That’s why the records 
were tampered with. He worked for one of the labs in 
Nepal, I believe. Before we began exclusively using the one 
at the Museum of Natural History. He’s actually part of the 
reason why we switched. His work became shoddy and 


untrustworthy. We had to find someone dependable.” Steve 
sighed and looked towards the mountain. “I am so sorry 
about his mate. We are going to have to immediately cease 
tranquillizing the leopards, or at least the ones we aren’t a 
hundred per cent certain are shifters. Maybe change the 
tranquillizer we use, too.” 


“Can’t you just quit doing it at all?” 


Steve frowned at Vendelia. “No, I’m afraid not. It’s 
the only way we can tag and collar the true snow leopards 
and study them. They are very much endangered, you know 
this. We have to do what we must to keep them here, to 
help them thrive once again. I know there might be a cost, 
but hopefully the benefits will outweigh it in the long run.” 


Not ideal, but probably the best they could hope for, 
Tim decided. With people willing to hunt the animals to 
extinction all in the name of money and misguided medical 
beliefs, it would be a battle to protect the snow leopards. 


“I trust Shonti will take care of Klein’s body.” Otto 
pulled Tim closer to his side. “And I guess Klein was 
targeting us specifically all along because he knew we were 
shifters.” 


“And because of my role in the programme.” Steve 
nodded. “I’m afraid so. I don’t ever remember meeting the 
man, but he must have figured out I was mated to a shifter. 
He could have spied on us and seen Lona and you kids. 
God, he could have hurt any of you.” 


“But he didn’t,” Lona interjected before Steve could 
castigate himself. “Now, let’s go home. Vendelia might still 
be able to keep her date, and Otto and Tim did have plans 
we interrupted.” 


Tim was too grateful to be embarrassed. All he 
wanted was to hold Otto in his arms and start planning 
their future. They needed to figure out if they should buy 
another home here—very likely—and what months they 
would spend where. Tim couldn’t wait to bring Otto home. 
Gods, he hadn’t even told his mom about Otto, they’d been 
so busy! He’d barely even been in Dalanzadgad a week. It 
was amazing how quickly one’s life could change. 


“Yes, it is,” Otto told him, right before kissing the 
stuffing right out of him. Tim’s entire body was lit up and 
on edge, hungry for more of his mate. Otto bit his bottom 
lip then licked it. “Soon. I believe you promised your cock 
in my ass.” 


“I did.” If his voice was a tad squeaky, so what? The 
drive back was twice as long as the drive there, Tim just 
knew it. He considered leaning over and sucking Otto’s 
dick but Otto vetoed it. 


“Not that I wouldn’t love to have your mouth on me, 
but I’d either have to pull over or I’d wreck, and I really, 
really want you to fuck me.” Otto’s eyes glistened when he 
risked a quick look at Tim. “I’ve never been so scared, Tim. 
Never in my life. Please don’t get hurt again.” 


Tim fought back the tears stinging his eyes. “I can’t 
promise that, Otto, but I can promise to do my best not to 
do anything stupid and dangerous. So can you.” 


“All right.” Otto took his hand. “I do.” He cleared his 
throat. “Speaking of which, can we get married when we go 
to the States? Or we can stop in Canada, I don’t care. I 
want the human trappings of a spouse, as well as the 
leopard’s mate.” 


Tim was going to melt right into the seat, just turn 
into liquid happiness. “Oh. Oh yeah, we can do that. Will 
you marry me?” 


“That’s what I was asking you,” Otto said, no longer 
sounding quite so scared. 


Tim shook his head. “You didn’t. You just asked if we 
could get married, which isn’t the same thing at all. And 
you didn’t answer me, either.” 


Otto cheeks turned ruddy. His grip on the steering 
wheel tightened, but not his grip on Tim’s hand. “It is the 
same thing. You know what I meant! I just bungled it a 
little.” He smiled so brilliantly Tim was surprised the cab of 
the vehicle didn’t light up. “I know what you’re doing, too. 
Prodding me out of the last bit of my brooding over almost 
losing you. Well, don’t worry. I’m not going to waste our 
time on the possibility of an unhappy ending. It didn’t 
happen. We are going to have our happy ever after. And 


yes,” he brought Tim’s hand to his lips, kissed it tenderly. 
“Yes, I will marry you.” 


Inside their suite, Tim took his time undressing Otto. 
The urge to fuck him hard and fast was gone, replaced by a 
different need. He guided Otto to the bed and gently 
pushed. Otto didn’t fight, his body languid as he lay waiting 
for Tim. 


“I’m going to make love to you,” Tim told him. 
“Slowly, deeper than anyone ever has. I’m going to reach so 
far inside you I will always be a part of you. My heart, my 
body, my soul. They will always belong to you.” 


Tim lay beside Otto and traced the line of his cheeks, 
the hollows there, the sharp, straight ridge of his nose, the 
soft, sweet lips. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, he 
kissed Otto, taking his time to explore, to listen and feel 
Otto’s reaction to every brush of tongue. He learned what 
flicks and sucks, what bits of pressure and what nibbles, 
turned his mate on. 


“Tim,” Otto rasped when Tim began kissing his way 
down Otto’s neck. “Fuck, I’m going to die from this.” 


Tim nipped his collar bone in reprimand. There would 
be no talk of death, even a pleasurable one, tonight. 


“Sorry.” Otto wound his hands in Tim’s hair. “I love 
your hair, love your mouth, your heart and soul, your mind 
and body. All of you Tim.” 


The declaration washed over Tim, sank into him. It’d 
always be with him. His mouth was full of the addictive 
taste of Otto, but Tim kept the loving thoughts flowing to 
him, giving Otto everything he had. He mapped Otto’s 
chest with kisses. Otto’s nipples were wrinkled and erect, 
begging for attention. Tim lavished it on them, sucking and 
biting, licking and pinching until Otto’s breath was expelled 
in gusty bursts of curses and pleas. 


“More?” he asked, and Otto pressed his head down, 
shoving his nipple in Tim’s mouth. 


Tim worked his nubs, turning the flesh red and puffy. 
He gave each one a final huff, knowing the warm air would 
be like an electric shock to Otto’s chest. 


“Fuck! Oh hell!” Otto bucked beneath him. “Tim, I 
can’t take much more without coming all over the damn 
place.” 


Tim sat up and scooted over. “On your stomach then. 
I need to worship your back.” And ass. 


“Ah, sweetheart, yes please.” Otto rolled and spread 
his legs. He arched his ass up in offering. 


“Not just yet,” Tim said, slapping one firm globe. He 
liked the way the skin turned white then pink, then back to 
the lovely honey-gold colour it naturally was. 


“Tim, I wasn’t joking about coming,” Otto warned. 


Tim straddled Otto’s ass and prodded his crease with 
his dick. “Well, if you do come, it’ll be a while before I can 
make love to you.” 


“You could fuck me anyway,” Otto ground out, 
desperation evident in the way he writhed beneath Tim. 


“But I don’t want to fuck you, love, I want to make 
love to you,” Tim explained again. “So you’re going to keep 
from coming until I am buried in your very fine ass.” 


Otto smacked the pillow his head was on. “Then you 
might want to get on with it. Please.” 


Tim laughed softly and bent to begin nibbling on 
Otto’s neck. He worked his way down, memorising every 
muscle, every dip and groan and moan. By the time he 
reached the dimples above Otto’s ass, Otto was shaking 
with anticipation. Tim didn’t want to torment his mate, only 
to bring him more pleasure than he’d ever known. Being 
cruel was never an option. He spread Otto’s cheeks and 
Otto moaned, pushing that plump butt up. Tim spied his 
puckered opening, clenching and fluttering. 


“Soon,” he promised. Tim licked from the top of 
Otto’s crack to the base of his balls. He pulled at Otto’s 
hips and Otto rose up onto his knees. The position opened 
Otto’s ass beautifully, and Tim pushed at his cheeks to give 
himself a little more room. 


Otto’s hole was too tempting to resist. Tim licked it 
with a firm stroke of tongue. Otto keened. It was the most 


amazing sound Tim had heard his mate make. He laved 
Otto’s opening then sealed his lips around it and sucked. 
The jolt that went through Otto was undeniable. Otto 
shoved back and almost toppled Tim on his ass, but he 
changed his grip, holding onto Otto’s hips and spearing his 
tongue into his hole. 


Otto rode his tongue with little movements, pushes 
and jerks of his hips. Tim reached beneath him and fisted 
Otto’s dick. It was hard, so hard, and hot, and the tip was 
wet, leaking his eagerness and need. 


Tim scraped the tender opening gently with his teeth 
then moved down and sucked Otto’s balls. Otto reached 
behind himself, pulling one ass cheek aside. “Please, Tim, 
please!” 


Tim gave Otto’s sac one last lick then he sat up and 
tapped Otto’s hip. “On your back. I want to see you.” 


“Yes,” Otto hissed, dragging the word out as he got 
situated with his knees pulled up to his chest. “Now.” 


No more begging, which was fine with Tim. He 
reached for the lube but Otto grabbed his hand. “No. I need 
to feel you. I almost lost you.” 


“Otto,” Tim began, but stopped. He knew what Otto 
could handle, and he knew he’d never cause his mate harm. 
“All right, but don’t forget who is doing the driving.” 


Otto leered at him, eyes going to Tim’s cock. “As if I 
could.” 


Tim shuffled into position. He spat, thinking it might 
become a habit. They both liked the burn and stretch, the 
ache of being taken. He lined his cock up and bumped 
Otto’s hole. The tight sphincter didn’t give at all. 


“You’re sure,” he asked, because he wanted to know, 
and he had to know. 


“Yes ; yw 


It was what Tim needed to hear. He leaned over Otto 
and slowly, steadily pushed into his soft heat. “Aw, fuck,” 
Tim gasped. Otto’s inner muscles clenched and rolled 
around his cock, pulling him in. 


“Please do,” Otto huffed, grabbing Tim’s arms. “Make 
love to me, fill me. Tim, I need you so much.” 


“You have me.” Tim lowered himself onto his elbows. 
He framed Otto’s head with his hands, sinking his fingers 
into Otto’s hair. He kept pushing, stretching Otto’s sheath, 
filling it as Otto panted. “All of me,” Tim said, thrusting the 
last few inches more forcefully. 


“Agh!” Otto bowed up, curling and bringing his ass up 
to Tim’s groin. “Yes!” 


Tim decided Otto was too coherent. He slanted his 
mouth over Otto’s and began kissing him, matching thrust 
of tongue and cock. Otto slid his hands up until they were 


clasped behind Tim’s neck. He rode Tim’s cock from 
beneath, raising his hips into each thrust, backing off for 
the withdrawals. Otto wasn’t still, ever, working his body 
with Tim’s. 


The tight contractions of his ass around Tim’s dick 
was maddeningly pleasurable. Every time Tim’s balls 
pressed against Otto’s ass, his entire shaft was massaged in 
the most rapturous of ways. 


Tim’s orgasm built slowly, tiny licks of ecstasy 
beginning in his balls, increasing with each thrust, each 
ripple of those soft inner walls. He lifted up enough to get a 
hand between them and found Otto’s cock so hard it had to 
hurt. 


“Come for me,” he said. 


Otto’s eyes snapped open and he fisted his hand in 
Tim’s hair. The sound he made was more animalistic than 
human. He pulled Tim down as his cock filled Otto’s ass 
again. Tim couldn’t pump Otto’s cock, but he didn’t need 
to, because Otto bit, marking him, and at the same time, 
spunk sprayed between their bodies. 


The pain of the bite and the scent of his lover’s 
release, the tight, so tight, clench of those velvet smooth 
muscles around his dick, was all too much. Tim’s climax 
moved through him, spurting from his cock into Otto, 
blinding Tim as his vision turned white. He ground his hips 


against Otto’s ass, his body demanding everything from 
them both. 


When he finally stopped coming, Tim was completely 
drained. He just managed to make sure Otto wasn’t still 
biting him before he collapsed on top of him. 


“Don’t move,” Otto said, and Tim wondered how the 
hell he could still speak. Then Otto turned his head, and 
turned Tim’s too, and Tim didn’t care who said what. 
Everything was there, right there in Otto’s eyes. The 
promise of the future, the joy they’d have, the love, and so 
much more. Tim knew the same things were reflected in his 
eyes—they had to be. His heart was so full it was 
overflowing. How could one body hold so much love? 


“It can’t. It takes two, me and you.” Otto kissed him 
then, and Tim gave himself over to all of the promises, 
spoken and unspoken. 
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Chapter One 


All in all, Will was pretty damned content, at least 
when it came to work. He had a pretty cushy gig going now, 
one that didn’t tax the conscience he usually kept hidden 
away. Sometimes being a private investigator called for him 
to do things that just skirted the edges of ethical, or at least 
it felt that way to him. Having to spy on a guy who’d been 
through hell had sucked, but Will had been paid to do it— 
paid well, honestly—and even though he’d felt kind of shitty 
about it, he’d figured it was better that he be the one 
hunting down James Stratton than some other PI who 
wouldn’t have hesitated snatching the dude and dragging 
him back to his hoity-toity snotty parents. 


At least Will had outright refused to do that, and had 
even threatened to alert James Stratton’s friends if Mr and 
Mrs Stratton brought someone else in to abduct James like 
they’d said they would. He wasn’t the brightest damn 
crayon in the box, but even he could see that James was in 


a good place—i.e., away from his insanely overprotective 
parents. Maybe there’d been a time when Will would have 
done what the elder Stratton’s wanted, but with age came 
wisdom and all that shit. He’d had some life lessons that 
had taught him to listen to his conscience for the most part, 
so he’d stayed on the job and bullied Mr and Mrs Stratton, 
because that was the only way to handle people like that. 
They sure didn’t understand that their way wasn’t the best 
way. 


Will snorted. Yeah, that was familiar. Sounded kinda 
like his own folks, except they weren’t wealthy. Middle 
class, which in today’s economy could be financially flush 
one moment then scraping for the mortgage payment the 
next, but definitely not wealthy. Still, his dad had that same 
rigid personality as Mr Stratton, that I’m right and anyone 
who doesn’t agree is too fucking stupid to see how 
intellectually superior I am type attitude. His mom, 
however, wasn’t like Mrs Stratton, not with her nose so 
damn high in the air she’d drown if she got caught out in 
the rain. 


No, his mom was more the quiet, skittish type who 
went along with whatever Will’s dad said. If Will didn’t 
know better, he’d think his mom was an abused spouse, but 
she wasn’t. His dad doted on her; nope, Wilma Leaks was 
just a quiet, easily spooked person who was perfectly 
content to always let someone else lead, even if it was in a 
shitty direction. And not a single one of her kids—all boys, 
poor Mom—had turned out like her. Will kinda thought his 


dad would have bullied it out of them if he or any of his four 
brothers had been as shy and demure as their mom. 


“And why the fuck am I thinking about this stuff now?” 
Will muttered to himself as he reached for the volume 
button on the car stereo. There was a reason he had a killer 
sound system in his little Mini Cooper. Will had a tendency 
to brood and sink into a funk if he gave himself half a 
chance, especially when it came to thinking about his job 
working for his dad or...well, when he thought about his 
family much at all, because they were kind of a mess. He 
figured most families were, though. After all, look at the 
Strattons. They sure did hurt their own son doing what they 
thought was best...or what they thought was best for them. 


The case bothered him, like a constant itch between 
his shoulder blades. Really, he’d almost quit once or twice, 
had even gone so far as to haul ass out of town, only to be 
caught speeding. But it looked like something had changed 
finally, because while he was still employed by the 
Strattons’, his job description had changed from being 
invasive and spying to more along the lines of just keeping 
an eye on James Stratton. Will could do that, and not feel 
quite so skeevy about it. And if he also got to eyeball Glenn, 
well, that was good too. The older man was just hot, but 
Will wouldn’t have tried to seduce him for the world. James 
deserved something good in his life. But Will could look, 
just not as obviously as he had before. 


“Enough already,” Will sniped at himself. He’d had so 
many moody moments he was seriously considering 


investing in some Midol or something. “Jesus. One shitty 
case and I start doing that whole introspection crap. Maybe 
I should go fishing or hunting or something—” Will laughed 
and flipped the volume up until the bass made his heart 
thump in his chest. He was so not the fishing or hunting 
type. “More the club and random fucking type,” he 
muttered, grinning when he couldn’t even hear his own 
voice. Loud music was good; caused the few brain cells 
trying to make him stress to pulse and probably explode or 
something. He stopped at a four-way and played with the 
buttons until he found a Prince song he just had to shriek 
along with. 


Will wasn’t a shy person at all, and singing and 
bouncing to a beat in his car was something he did 
regularly and shamelessly. What did he care who saw him? 
Especially here in this small Texas town of Truett? No one 
knew him, and the people who knew of him didn’t like him, 
so if they saw him and laughed, who cared? Besides, it was 
Prince and who could resist that part where the little dude 
about broke the mic screeching? Not Will, that’s for sure! 


He pulled away from the four-way and bounced in his 
seat, working a little shimmy up to his shoulders as he 
scraped his throat raw trying to match the singer’s vocals 
on the last couple of lines. He wasn’t half bad, and damn 
but he could wiggle his ass even sitting down! Will bobbed 
his head and narrowed his eyes as he hit the last couple of 
words before letting out a breathy, growly “Kiss,” delighted 
at the perfect timing of an oncoming car. It passed him just 
in time for Will to pucker up and blow a big kiss towards 


the driver, and Will couldn’t help laughing afterwards at 
the cowboy’s expression. 


The man had had his window down, so yeah, Will had 
been able to see his weathered features, which had been 
damn sexy in that Marlboro Man way. Add the shocked look 
on the man’s face, his dark eyes going wide and the way he 
swerved his big old truck when Will glanced in his side 
mirror after he passed the dude, and yeah, it was pretty 
funny. Until the cowboy hit his brakes and pulled over to 
the side of the road. Then it was kinda on the scary side, 
and Will instantly regretted his impulsive action, because, 
yeah, small town Texas, big older cowboy... 


Sometimes he could really be a dumbass, Will thought. 
Scary visions of being chased down by the cowboy flashed 
through Will’s head as the truck began a u-turn. Will 
squeaked and shot a glance at his glove box...his tiny glove 
box that held an equally tiny gun. The big grey truck 
completed the turn as sweat broke out on Will’s palms and 
brow, and above his upper lip. 


Will eased the gas pedal down, not wanting to appear 
scared or anything else that would make him seem weak, 
or like...like prey. Then the truck lurched forward and Will 
thought, fuck it! He floored the gas pedal and shot down 
the road. 


* kK kK OK 


Carlos cursed and glanced at the damn map again. 
Between it and the GPS navigation, he was totally lost. How 
the hell was he supposed to turn onto a road that wasn’t 
there? And if that damned snooty voice told him one more 
time that it was recalculating he was going to put his fist 
through the stupid little box and through the windshield 
the unit was stuck to as well. 

Make a u-turn. 

“Shut up,” he mumbled as he tried to get his bearings. 
All he wanted to do was find the ranch that Nick was living 
and working on. Jesus, you’d think he was on some bizarre 
treasure hunt, as complicated as this trip was turning out 
to be! But the Mossy Glenn was in trouble, thanks to Nick’s 
momma’s greed, and maybe Nick didn’t want shit to do 
with the Mossy G—Carlos couldn’t blame him there—and 
maybe Nick was pissed at his momma—and again, Carlos 
couldn’t blame Nick at all. 

But the truth was, Nick had always been a good son 
even though his momma was a crazy, mean old bat. Nick 
wouldn’t want her to be homeless, which was close to 
happening. Carlos could have called, but he had his own 
reasons for coming to Texas and talking to Nick face to 
face. 

Make a u-turn. 

“All right!” Carlos snapped. He turned his head and 
nearly wrecked his truck when a cute young woman 
puckered up and blew him a kiss from a passing car. Carlos 
jerked the wheel and got the truck back in his lane at about 
the same time his brain processed the fact that it hadn’t 


been a woman who’d blown his a kiss, not unless the 
women in Texas were on the hairy side. There’d been a 
glimpse of smooth skin and sideburns, longish ones that 
curved under high cheekbones. Carlos pulled the truck 
over and looked in his rearview. He wasn’t really seeing the 
bright blue little car, though. Instead it was those full lips 
pursed and the dark, thick sideburns, the narrowed eyes 
that he just bet were lit with laughter right about now. 

Make a u-turn. Carlos narrowed his own eyes. Was the 
guy laughing at him? Had he seen something Carlos usually 
kept hidden away? Naw, not in that split second. More than 
likely the guy had just been messing around, probably just 
having fun, something Carlos would swear he didn’t know 
anything about anymore. His lips twitched as he saw the 
guy checking in his side mirror. 

“I might not know how to have fun anymore,” Carlos 
grumbled as he started making a u-turn. “But I bet you 
could damn sure show me how.” 

Carlos’ smile felt predatory and his heart thudded in 
his chest, but he wasn’t going to chase the other man. Now, 
if the guy just happened to think Carlos would, well, that 
wasn’t Carlos fault now, was it? He was just following the 
stupid navigation thingie. 

The Mini Cooper surged forward, the driver shooting a 
startled glance at Carlos as he came up behind the smaller 
car. Carlos tried not to grin, because he really wasn’t going 
to follow the man, but still adrenalin flooded his veins and 
he couldn’t help but mutter, “The chase is on, baby.” He 
stayed behind the car, at a decent distance, letting thoughts 


of the way the man’s sideburns would feel against his 
thighs, his balls, the way his pursed mouth would be hot 
and heavenly around his dick—Carlos let those thoughts 
bring him to full aching hardness before he started feeling 
like a really creepy pervert, then he pissed off the 
navigation unit again by turning down a road it didn’t tell 
him to. Carlos slapped at the thing and turned it off, then 
he forced himself to keep driving away from the man he 
was irrationally tempted to keep following. 
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